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  To three little angels


  Carmen Colon


  Wanda Walkowicz


  Michelle Maenza




  Introduction




  Agatha Christie’s The A.B.C. Murders is a classic detective novel about a serial killer whose victims’ first and last names begin with the same initial—double initials—and live in towns beginning with the same letter. The killer murders his victims in alphabetical order, his first being Alice Ascher from Andover, his second Betty Barnard of Bexhill-on-Sea, and his third Carmichael Clarke from Churston. One can’t help but notice the eerie similarity in the sound of Carmichael Clarke from Churston and Carmen Colon from Churchville, who became the first Double Initial victim. But the slayings in the greater Rochester, New York, area between 1971 and 1973, although seemingly similar in premise, did not progress alphabetically like they did in Christie’s fiction. They went as follows: Carmen Colon near Churchville and Chili, Wanda Walkowicz in Webster, and Michelle Maenza in Macedon. Although the media attached much weight to the double initial aspect of the three murders, many investigators have downplayed its significance. Nevertheless, the coincidental double initials have become so strongly identified with the murders that the case is now known as the Double Initial Murders or the Alphabet Killings.




  Located in the western Finger Lakes region on the southern shore of Lake Ontario, Rochester is New York’s thirdlargest metropolitan area, after New York City and Buffalo. The Greater Rochester area encompasses the counties of Monroe, Wayne, Genesee, Livingston, Ontario, and Orleans. The city proper lies within Monroe County. A retired Monroe County Sheriff’s Office investigator, Sergeant Patrick Crough, describes a good many of the area’s local sexual predators in his 2009 book The Serpents Among Us, including the still elusive Double Initial murderer, who is believed to be responsible for the murders of Carmen, Wanda, and Michelle. Several men have been questioned as suspects, either for all three murders or at least one of them.




  Investigators know much more about the Double Initial homicides than they can say without compromising the integrity of the case. There is evidence that has never been divulged to the public, because the case has not been closed. Crough, although not at liberty to disclose information on recent DNA analyses and other forensic findings, was helpful in providing answers to questions fit for public consumption.




  Modern forensics now allows inves tigators to use DNA comparisons on suspects, old and new, to either convict or exonerate them. The automated fingerprint identification system, a massive database used for criminal identification, had barely gotten up and running before Carmen’s 1971 murder. Had the technology been available then, the murders of Carmen, Wanda, and Michelle might have been solved long ago. So the search for the killer goes on as forensics develop. This book provides a comprehensive timeline of the case.




  CARMEN COLON




  If ever a person could pass as a young Karen Carpenter, ten-year-old Carmen Colon was that girl. She was the spitting image. She had thick, long dark hair with bangs, dark eyes, and an easy, ready smile that could light up a room. Though she was born in Rochester, New York, in 1961, Carmen spent the first half of her life in her parents’ native Puerto Rico. When the family returned to Rochester, Carmen, surrounded by Spanish-speaking relatives, struggled to learn English. She was placed in special education classes at the John Williams School No. 5 like countless other students who spoke Spanish as a first language, because the schools at the time lacked the resources to accommodate them. Even with this hurdle, Carmen had an upbeat, affable personality. The principal of her school, Dr. Alice Young, later told the press that Carmen was a “sweet little angel.”




  It was nearing dinnertime on November 16, 1971, when Carmen’s mother, Guillonina, strode into her father-in-law’s home, baby on hip. She stopped by often to visit. After all, she maintained strong ties to the family, even when Carmen’s father, Justiniano, left them after they returned from Puerto Rico in the mid-1960s. His brother, Miguel Colon, later moved in with Guillonina and became her common-law husband. Carmen’s “Uncle Miguel” then became her de facto stepfather. Carmen was one of six of Guillonina’s children and she began floating between the home of her mother at 72 Romeyn Street and that of her paternal grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. Felix Colon, at 746 Brown Street. Only a ten-minute walk or three-minute drive separated the two houses. In the fall of 1971, Carmen was living with her grandparents, where she had her own bedroom, modestly adorned with religious décor, such as the crucifix she knelt before each night as she prayed for forgiveness—or perhaps for strength.




  In a statement to Mark Starr of the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle on November 28, 1971, an unidentified uncle suggested that none of Carmen’s aunts and uncles really cared for the girl or had much time for her. Perhaps that contributed to the frequent nightmares the same article said Carmen endured, some so disturbing that she fell right off her bed, as if struggling to escape the clutch of an unseen intruder. When the nightmares became the norm, according to the article, her grandparents stopped making their nightly trek down the hall to comfort her. Instead, she was left to her own devices to face a nocturnal nemesis that plagued her relentlessly and without pity.




  When Guillonina popped in to visit her in-laws and see Carmen that fateful Tuesday, a nine-month-old daugh ter was ill and needed medicine from the nearby Jax Drugs store. It was a tough neighborhood with dope addicts roaming the streets, so Carmen’s grandparents, stern Roman Catholics, preferred that their grandchildren stay within the confines of the metal gate encompassing the small front yard. Typically, according to an article in the Democrat and Chronicle of November 28, 1971, Felix Colon accompanied Carmen when she ran an errand or wanted to get a treat at the store, but it was becoming increasingly difficult for the old patriarch to keep up with his spirited granddaughter. On that day, however, Carmen begged to go alone. An exasperated Guillonina finally conceded after Felix assured her he would keep an eye on Carmen as she got the prescription filled for her stepsister. But Carmen didn’t wait for Papa Felix to accompany her.




  Eager to impress her mother with all the maturity a sixty-five-pound preteen can muster, Carmen laced up her white sneakers and threw on a long, red wool coat over green pants and a red-and-black sweater that some sources say was purple. She then bounded out the door at 4:25 P.M. into the chill November air. Within three or four minutes, she had reached the pharmacy in a shopping plaza two blocks away on the corner of West Main and Genesee streets, an area also known as Bull’s Head because a stone statue of a bull’s head overlooks the intersection. Carmen walked up to the counter and handed the pharmacist, Jack Corbin, the empty bottle, along with her mother’s Medicaid card. Corbin told hispint-size patron that it would take half an hour to process the insurance and prepare the prescription, so Carmen said she’d be back. She seemed to be in a hurry. Then she was gone.




  To this day, we can only speculate what may have transpired immediately after her brief exchange with Corbin. There was only one witness who ever came forward in both the preliminary and follow-up investigation. That witness reported seeing a child who looked like Carmen climbing into a car at dinnertime that day near Jax Drugs, but observed no struggle whatsoever. Nobody saw anything suspicious along the entire two-minute route between Jax Drugs and the Colon residence that day at the time in question.




  By 5 P.M., when Carmen hadn’t returned to either her grandparents’ home or her mother’s home, her mother became very concerned and sent an uncle out to look for her. By 7 P.M., concern within the extended Colon family had turned to alarm. They called the Rochester Police Department and more friends and relatives hit the streets in search of the ten-year-old child who was out there somewhere, alone in the dark in a rough section of the city—or so they thought. The urgency of the situation called for a methodical door-to-door search of the entire Bull’s Head neighborhood, forty officers strong. But it was to no avail. What the searchers wouldn’t know until it was far too late was that two hours before they were even notified of the missing child, at about 5:30 P.M., a girl matching Carmen’s description was attempting a horrifying escape on Interstate 490 West.




  Traffic on I-490 was barreling out of downtown Roch ester at its usual rush-hour pace shortly before sunset that day. Asdrivers approaching Exit 3 to Churchville cranked up the volume to Jim Morrison and the Doors’ ominous “Riders on the Storm” or tuned into the evening news about Phase 2 of President Nixon’s plan to combat inflation, a young girl, naked from the waist down, suddenly appeared along the side of the highway racing toward oncoming traffic, eyes wide with terror and arms waving frantically. Closing in on the horrified child from behind was a car backing up, clearly hell-bent on catching her. “There’s a killer on the road.” Even as the lyrics imparted a subliminal warning to motorists only half listening at that moment, hundreds of cars sped past the desperate girl, and nobody stopped to help her.




  In the seventies, there were no cell phones. No Black Berries or pagers. There was no convenient way for motorists to get to a phone to call 911, the national emergency number that had just been created, to report a crime or emergency they had just witnessed on the interstate. I-490 is a thirty-seven-mile loop route that connects to the New York State Thruway at both ends. Although it serves metropolitan Rochester, cutting straight through the heart of the city on the Inner Loop Highway, Carmen Colon was seen running for her life in the rural Chili-Riga area, fifteen minutes southwest of central Rochester. She had been told at 4:30 to return in a half hour for the prescription, so her abductor must have picked her up outside the store sometime before 5 P.M. before heading onto I-490 West, where Carmen was seen making a break for it around 5:30. But vehicles along that stretch were whizzing past the girl at speeds up to seventy miles per hour en route to I-90, thinking only of leaving the city behind for the comforts of home after a long day of work.




  Nobody made a single call about the girl they had seen until three days later, when her photograph appeared in the Democrat and Chronicle and the Times-Union, the city’s two newspapers, which announced her brutal rape and murder. Even then, only a few individuals, out of the hundreds in cars estimated to have passed her on I-490, came forward to describe what they had seen. One said that while he thought it was odd that a young girl would be running half naked toward traffic on a busy highway, he was in the passing lane of heavy traffic when he saw her and thought for sure that someone behind him would stop to see if something was wrong. Another insisted he thought the car he saw backing up toward the child was just allowing her out to go to the bathroom. Some people thought it was perhaps a family squabble that was none of their business. Others were unsure of what they had seen, either because it was too much of a blur in the drizzle as they sped past with their minds on other things, or because it was already pretty dark as the crescent moon yielded precious little light on an already surreal scene. So those individuals put the disturbing image out of their minds and continued on.




  Although the handful of witnesses that admitted to seeing Carmen that night gave varying descriptions of the vehicle backing up toward her, one said it looked just like the brand-new car thirty-seven-year-old Miguel Colon, Carmen’s stepfather-uncle, had just purchased. Miguel, who years later committed suicide after attempting to shoot Guillonina, had been a prime suspect from the start. Based on tips that continue to filter in to this day (even from anonymous Colon family members), he still is. But there were at least six different descriptions given for the vehicle that passersby saw on the side of the highway that night, and only one matched Miguel’s. Another witness saw Carmen being led back to the car by a man holding her arm and reasoned that the girl didn’t seem to be trying to get away, so he didn’t consider it an emergency. By that point, she had likely either expended every last ounce of energy in her futile attempt to escape her killer, leaving her too depleted to offer any resistance by the time he caught up to her, or the assailant threatened to kill her right then and there if she didn’t get back into the car.




  “No One Stopped!”




  “Apathy Abounds as Motorists Ignore Girl”




  “Nobody Stopped to Save Carmen”




  “Girl is Slain after Motorists Ignore Her Pleading for Help”




  “Hundreds Saw Carmen, No Motorist Stopped”




  Those were just a few of the countless headlines in newspapers across the nation in the last half of November 1971. People were shocked and baffled to think that nobody stopped to help a little girl in trouble on the side of a busy highway. But that year, when the Child Abuse Reporting Law had just been enacted to protect and identify abused children, strangers were far more reluctant to file reports of suspicious activity than they are today. Thus, those few individuals who came forward several days later and admitted to seeing Carmen running on I-490 were not admonished by local authorities for their failure to stop. Rather, the lead investigator at the time, Monroe County chief sheriff’s detective Michael Cerretto, said he could understand why some people might have continueddriving, according to a widely distributed Associated Press news article written by Ben DeForest.




  It was already pretty dark out, making it difficult to see much on the side of the road, especially when driving 65 miles per hour. So it’s likely some of the motorists who drove past the incident failed to notice something was awry. Social psychologist Victor Harris, then of the University at Buffalo (UB), offered a theory based on his own research. He said it was a classic case of a social psychological occurrence known alternatively as crowd apathy, the bystander effect, diffusion of responsibility, and the Genovese Syndrome.




  This phenomenon occurs when individuals witness an emergency but are reluctant to help if other people are present. The more witnesses there are to a crisis, the less likely any one individual will be to step in and offer assistance, because they erroneously assume that there is no emergency if others around them are also ignoring it. They believe that if help is warranted, then surely someone else will take the appropriate course of action, because so many others are also aware of it. Both ideas release any given individual from feeling solely responsible for the outcome of an emergency situation. In other words, the diffusion of responsibility makes it easier for them to live with themselves afterward.




  Every generation seems to have a case of crowd apathy that makes the news and stuns the nation. Before the Carmen Colon tragedy of 1971, the most famous of these was the stabbing death of Kitty Genovese in Queens, New York, in 1964. In that incident, the twenty-nine-year-old woman was attacked by a knife-wielding man when she returned home from work early one morning. Several neighbors heard her screams asthe man repeatedly stabbed her in the back. Some even witnessed the crime. Yet only one spoke up and yelled for the attacker to stop, which he did briefly. Genovese staggered alone toward her apartment, collapsing outside of a locked door. Ten minutes later, the brazen killer returned and continued raping and stabbing her for a full half hour until she was dead. It was estimated that twelve to thirty-eight people saw or heard the lethal attacks, but as in the case of Carmen, not one came to her rescue. The public was outraged, especially after reading a New York Times article two weeks after the incident called “Thirty-Eight Who Saw Murder Didn’t Call the Police.” The fact is nobody knows exactly how many people saw the crime taking place. It may have been less or it may have been more. Some who did see it may have been too ashamed or fearful of public ridicule to come forward as witnesses after hearing of Genovese’s fate. The Genovese case inspired important psychological research regarding crowd apathy.




  Although it seems a scenario like this could never happen today in an age of instant communication, it happened as recently as 2009 in two well-publicized incidents. The first was when a woman in her twenties was brutally raped by a panhandler in broad daylight in a park in Spokane, Washington, as hundreds of witnesses, including many children, either watched or listened to her screams with apparent disregard. The other was when a fifteen-year-old California girl leaving her high school homecoming dance was brutally gang-raped and beaten. The attack left the young girl in critical condition. For more than two hours, some twenty witnesses either watched or took part. Although word quicklyspread about what was happening outside on school property, not a single individual called 911 or did anything to help the girl until her battered, unconscious body was later found under a bench.




  In Carmen’s case, anyone could have turned off on Exit 3, past the Black Creek Bridge, to find a pay phone; or better yet, go to the fire and rescue squad just seconds down the street in the village of Churchville. Instead they assumed that someone else would surely do what their own conscience asked of them. Should I or shouldn’t I? With an understandable fear of endangering themselves and others in a multicar pileup by slamming on their brakes in the dense traffic to see what was going on, and with too little time to comprehend what they were seeing to even formulate the appropriate split-second reaction to it, they instead left it in the hands of those behind them, hoping for the best, and drove past the little girl who was about to be savagely raped, beaten, and strangled to death.




  On November 18, two days after Carmen’s disappearance, her horribly battered body was discovered in a ditch by two boys, fifteen-year-old Mark Allen of Churchville and thirteen-year-old James Gillen of Clifton. The isolated area where the body was found is technically in the town of Riga, according to town clerk Kimberly Pape, but it is in close proximity to the village of Churchville and the Chili town border. An article in the Times-Union on November 19, 1971, said the teens were on a bike ride on Griffin Road and had just turned left onto the sparsely populated Stearns Road, a mile from the Chili border, when they spotted what they thought was a plastic“broken doll” crumpled against a boulder on the side of the road. Closer inspection revealed the body of an actual child wearing nothing but a sweater, blue socks, and white sneakers, just like the girl seen on I-490 W. It was 4:30 P.M., exactly forty-eight hours since Carmen left Jax. With darkness looming, the body was removed for autopsy, and spotlights were set up in the fields to accommodate an initial search for clues. The next day a more thorough search resumed, and Carmen’s coat was found in a culvert about three hundred feet from her body, where it looked as if it had been tossed out of the fleeing car as an afterthought. Eleven days later, her green pants were found near a service road one mile before Exit 3 on I-490, right where witnesses had seen the car and the girl running, confirming that the girl they had seen that night was, in fact, Carmen Colon. The discovery of the pants led to the theory that Carmen had either interrupted a rape attempt or that she had already been raped before she made a run for it. Where she was actually killed remains a mystery. It may have been near the highway where she was last seen, near the rock on Stearns Road where her body was found, or somewhere else altogether. It seems likely that it was on Stearns Road, because the killer had to have been so taken aback by Carmen’s potentially incriminating actions that he just wanted to grab her and get off the interstate before someone stopped or came back. There’s no way he would have remained at the scene of that incident any longer after he got her back into the car.
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