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To Emma Faith, my light and my life. Everything I do is for you.

    And to all the foundlings and searchers out there. My journey is your journey, my dreams are your dreams. Please know you are worth the fight.


Everything dies baby that’s a fact

But maybe everything that dies someday comes back.

—Bruce Springsteen, “Atlantic City”


Prologue
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Southern New Jersey

October 8, 2015

A HALF CENTURY OF SEARCHING, of not knowing, of hoping, led me here. To a nameless dirt road in a trailer park. And all I could think was—shouldn’t I bring a gift?

The occasion seemed to call for something. I drove around until I found one of those all-purpose gift stores in a mall, and I walked up and down the aisles, past picture frames and tableware and men’s jackets. A young woman asked if I needed help and I politely said no thanks. I didn’t know how to explain who the gift was for.

Finally, I came to the artificial flowers. I picked up a small brown pot with a white orchid draped around a green plant stake. Looking at it, you wouldn’t know it was fake. I took it up front and paid for it—$12.99. But as soon as I did, I felt uneasy. Not because I didn’t like it, but because it was the final diversion.

There was nothing left for me to do now, except what I came to do.

I got back in my rented Nissan and drove down Evergreen Road. The casinos of Atlantic City, the great gray slabs of glass and concrete, were to the east, the ocean right behind them. A trailer park came into view, then another. They had pleasant, resort-style names—something Pines, something Acres. The GPS pushed me one more mile, until I was there—Silver Crest Trailer Park. It was just off a traffic circle, with a liquor store, a Wawa, and Joe’s Bar & Grill nearby.

I pulled into the park through a barely marked entrance. Inside, there were two rows of trailers, on either side of the dirt road. The trailers were about twenty feet apart, and there had to be hundreds of them. I drove at ten miles an hour down the road, trying to catch the numbers on them. No. 6. No. 8. No. 10.

No. 18, on the left, was the one I was looking for.

It was double-wide, with brown and tan siding and an aluminum roof. A tall oak tree shaded the trailer and every now and then shot an acorn down on the roof with a clang. A lime-green Ford was parked in front—that likely meant someone was home. The surrounding trailers were in different states of repair, some better kept, some much worse. One had Halloween decorations taped forlornly to the narrow window—a cardboard pumpkin, a witch’s hat. Down the dirt road a yellow school bus dropped off a little girl.

I parked on the side of the road across from No. 18. This was it. This was finally it. I took a deep breath and walked up to the gate in the chain-link fence that circled the trailer, and passed through. There were potted plants placed along a stone path that led to the wooden deck that led to the door of the trailer. On the deck, a couple of folding chairs and a flowerpot with an American flag stuck in the soil. It was a warm, cloudless day. I walked up the five stairs about as slowly as I could.

I had never been this close before in my life.

For a moment I didn’t know where to knock. The screen? The door behind it? In the dull stillness of the afternoon, all the choices felt like intrusions. I settled on the side of the trailer, and knocked lightly three times.

Nothing happened. Not a sound or movement.

I knocked again, a little more firmly. Still nothing.

I knocked a third time, loud enough for anyone inside to hear. I waited two full minutes after that knock, just standing there. Another acorn clanged on the roof.

Could this be how it ends?

After all the setbacks and false leads, the dead ends and desperate nights, and the miraculous twist of fate that brought me here, to this door—could all of that have amounted only to this? To silence? To nothing?

I’d never lost hope, because for the longest time hope was all I had.

I’d come close to giving up, but never all that close.

I’d stayed strong, but now that strength felt more like delusion.

So I just stood there for a while, outside trailer No. 18. A lost soul with a fake flower in his hand.
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Probably five minutes went by. I looked around for where to leave the orchid. I decided to knock one last time, because what was the harm? Three hard raps with my knuckles.

“Hello? Is anyone there? This is Paul. Paul Fronczak.”

Once again, silence.

But then . . .

Something.

A shadow, visible through the diamond-shaped glass on the door. Movement. Shuffling.

And then, after a few more seconds, the door swung open.


PART ONE

CHICAGO
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South Kilbourn Avenue

Chicago, Illinois

December 1974

THE FIRST STEP of my long journey was into a dark crawl space.

I was ten years old. I was snooping around for Christmas presents in my family’s two-story house in working-class South Side Chicago. I snuck down to the basement one afternoon while my dad was at the factory where he worked and my mom was busy, and I pulled an old gray sofa away from the back wall, and I opened a three-foot by four-foot wooden door that led to the crawl space. It was stuffed with outgrown clothes, forgotten books, and holiday decorations. I got on my hands and knees and went inside, searching for anything that looked new.

And there, toward the back, in a corner behind some framed paintings, I found something that changed my life.

Three shoe boxes and a hatbox.

I shuffled over and lifted the cover off the first shoe box. Inside was a stack of old newspaper clippings. I looked in the second box and saw more yellowed clippings, along with a bunch of letters folded back into their stamped, opened envelopes. The other two boxes held more clippings and more letters. I picked the top clipping off one pile. It was an article from the Chicago Tribune, dated April 28, 1964—ten years earlier. The headline, in big bold type, read:

200 SEARCH FOR STOLEN BABY

I looked through more clippings and saw more urgent headlines.

DAD APPEALS FOR BABY’S RETURN

MOTHER ASKS KIDNAPPER TO RETURN BABY

BABY HUNT DRAGS ON IN SAD CITY

I might have put the lids back on the boxes and kept looking for Christmas presents had I not noticed a small, black-and-white photo accompanying one of the articles.

The photo showed a man and a woman in their late twenties or early thirties. They both had dark black hair, and they were both hanging their heads, as if looking up and facing the world was just too painful. The woman wore a simple checkered dress that seemed familiar to me. The man had thick forearms, like those of my father, who worked as a machinist. Below the photo, there was a caption.

Mr. and Mrs. Chester Fronczak are pictured as they

prayed for the return of their kidnapped infant son.

Dora and Chester Fronczak were my parents.

I read the caption three or four times, my heart pounding. Then I read the article, squinting through the darkness at the tiny type.

Police were combing Chicago last night in search for a one-and-a-half-day old baby boy who was kidnapped from his mother’s arms. The victim of the abduction is Paul Joseph Fronczak.

These dozens of newspaper articles, these hundreds of letters from well-wishing strangers—they were all about the same person.

They were all about me.
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The details of the kidnapping were sensational. A woman pretending to be a nurse simply walked into the hospital, took the baby from my mother, and walked out a back door. The hospital went into lockdown, and the FBI and the Chicago PD launched the biggest manhunt in the city’s history. Hundreds of homes were searched, hundreds of people questioned. Newspapers ran with the story for weeks.

Later on in the day I found all the articles, I confronted my mother in the kitchen.

“What are these?” I asked, holding out a handful of clippings.

My mother’s face went white, then red.

“How dare you snoop around this house!” she scolded. “Those are not your business.”

“These are about me, aren’t they?” I said. “Paul Joseph Fronczak—that’s me, isn’t it?”

My mother looked away and fell silent, before turning to face me.

“Yes, those are about you,” she said. “You were kidnapped, we found you, we love you, and that is all there is to know.”

And that was that. Nothing more. I put the clippings back in their shoe boxes and ate dinner and went to bed. From my mother’s tone I knew this wasn’t a subject my parents would discuss any further, so I didn’t bring it up again, and neither did they. Whatever those yellowing articles meant, whatever truth they hid, stayed buried in the basement.

It stayed buried for the next forty years.
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Even before I found the old articles, and for nearly as long as I can remember, I had a strong, persistent feeling about my identity.

I had the feeling I wasn’t Paul Fronczak.

Early on, it was more of a sense of not belonging—of being on the outside of things. I didn’t physically resemble my parents, or my younger brother Dave—they were all dark-haired, while I had light reddish brown hair. But it was more than just my appearance. I didn’t doubt that our parents loved both Dave and me, but they simply didn’t show their love for us the same way. Even though Dave was three years younger, for instance, my parents gave him the big bedroom on the second floor with the queen-size bed. I got the much smaller guest room with the little twin bed. I never asked my parents why this was so.

But I never stopped asking myself.

Then I found the clippings in the crawl space, and the rift deepened. Before, all I had was an inexplicable feeling of being on the outside of my own family. But discovering that there had been a kidnapping—that the circumstances of my entrance into the family were out of the ordinary—gave me an actual reason to doubt my place in the Fronczak household. Was the story as simple as my mother had put it—I was kidnapped and then I was found—or was it more complicated? I began to dwell incessantly on one question.

Was I really the stolen Baby Fronczak?

The problem was, there was no easy way to answer that question. No test was ever performed to confirm I was the Fronczaks’ biological child, and for many years afterward accurate DNA parental testing simply didn’t exist. All I had to go on were those few words my mother had uttered after I found the clippings. Those, and my own feelings of doubt and estrangement—of being alone in the world.

Those feelings, and that doubt, came to define my life.

As an adult I was always moving, always searching, never at home. All in all, I probably held a hundred different jobs—musician, cigar salesman, George Clooney’s stand-in on the movie Ocean’s Eleven—and I probably moved forty times. I was married twice, and both relationships fell apart. Something gnawed at me every day of my life—some mysterious longing. I was becoming a failed man and I didn’t know why.

After a while, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to keep living that way.

Then an amazing thing happened.

A few years ago, my wife, Michelle, and I had a child, Emma Faith. When I held my beautiful daughter in my arms for the first time, I felt something new and surprising and powerful—a connection, a closeness, a gut punch of pure and instant love.

I am sure many first-time fathers feel this intense bond, but for me it was also a kind of answered prayer. All the emotions I’d missed out on and craved as a child—the feeling of belonging to someone, and having them belong to you—were suddenly, miraculously there. No disconnect, no sense of being on the outside—no, this was the real thing! This was what being a family meant! I remember kissing Emma’s tiny pink forehead and pulling her tight to my chest, and I remember thinking that I never wanted to be anywhere on the planet other than with her.

It was around then that a doctor asked me about my family’s medical history. It was a simple question, yet it left me speechless.

I could describe my parents’ medical history, but could I be absolutely certain I was also describing my own? I was forty-five years old and I couldn’t state with any authority if cancer or heart disease or any other malady had been genetically handed down to me. Unless I could find a way to prove, or disprove, my true identity once and for all, I was doomed to be what I feared I was becoming—a blurry sketch of a man. Somehow I’d found a way to live with that uncertainty for years and years, but the power and sureness of my love for my daughter, Emma, made those doubts feel intolerable. I didn’t want to be adrift anymore. I didn’t want to have to keep moving from place to place.

I didn’t want to ever, ever run away from Emma.

So, after a lifetime of not knowing, I decided to learn the truth about my identity—if not for me, then at least for my daughter. She deserved more than half a father. She deserved someone capable of self-awareness and emotional honesty, someone rooted and solid—a more knowable man. I didn’t ever want Emma to feel the estrangement and loneliness I’d felt as a child, but in order to make sure she didn’t, I had to resolve, or at least try to, the matter of what caused me to feel so lost.

I had to ask, and hope to answer, the question that had come to shape me:

Was I really Paul Joseph Fronczak?
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What do we mean when we talk about identity? Is it just the names and dates and numbers we believe define us? It can’t be, because those are so easily taken from us—in this country, someone’s identity is stolen every two seconds. Is it our features? Our thoughts? Our memories? No, those are fragile and fleeting, too. So what is it, then? What defines us? What makes us who we are?

When I started my search, I knew I wasn’t the only person with these kinds of questions. There are hundreds of thousands of people who were adopted or abandoned or somehow lost who may feel the same longings I felt—people who cling to slim shards of family history, or have no shards at all, as they dig for any clues to their real identities, their true selves.

My journey, I realized, wasn’t just mine. Nor was my desire to know where I came from unique to me. The details of my case may have been more dramatic, but what I longed for was universal. It is, I discovered, a longing built into who we are.

A wolf can leave its pack and rejoin it years later, because a wolf always knows its pack, and a pack knows its own. The truth runs through the blood.

What I wanted, what I needed, was the truth.
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Getting to it was the hardest thing I’ve ever gone through in my life.

I spent many dark, desperate nights staring at a computer screen, hunting for hours without knowing what I was hunting for. There were times it felt like I was being pulled into a black hole, away from everything that was good in my life and toward an endless nothing. Moments when I could feel my mission turning into an obsession—could feel myself becoming withdrawn, isolated, angry. “And when you gaze long into an abyss,” Nietzsche famously said, “the abyss also gazes into you.” That is what was happening to me—the pitch-black mystery of my uncertain past was swallowing my present.

And so, along the way, there were people who got hurt by my search—people I didn’t ever want to hurt. The mother and father who raised me as their own looked at my quest as a betrayal and stopped speaking to me. My brother sided with them and refused to help me in any way. My wife, Michelle, who wanted me to discover my past but didn’t want to lose me to it, fought hard to pull me back into the family I already had. Things were said, relationships damaged. There were days when I looked at my pretty, bubbly daughter, Emma, and wondered if I was making a horrible mistake—if I was sacrificing the most precious gift I’d ever been given in a hopeless bid to recover something that was never really mine.

Many, many times I thought of quitting—and many more times, those around me pleaded for me to lay it all down.

But I couldn’t. I simply couldn’t. I had to keep going. I had to know.

And then, when I got to the end of a very long and difficult road, what I found was not what I expected—not at all.

Because sometimes, even in fairy tales, there is a monster lurking.
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Still, I realize now that this was a journey I had to take, a journey so many of us must take—the determined voyage to self-discovery.

To knowing why we do what we do, so we can hope to change how we act. To confronting what it means to be a parent or son or daughter. To understanding the dark forces that tear families apart, and the great currents of love that keep them together.

To solving, as best we can, the elemental mystery of identity, the puzzle of all human life:

What is it that makes us us?
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I WAS NOT FINISHED with the boxes in the basement.

A few days after my mother shut down my questioning about them, I waited until my parents were both out of the house and I went back to the crawl space. I was ten, after all, and what ten-year-old wouldn’t be fascinated by a good mystery story, much less a mystery in which he’s the star? So I dug out the boxes and read all the articles, dozens of them, and I read all the letters, too, and bit by bit the haunting events of ten years earlier came to vivid life.

It was only decades later that I realized what I was doing down in the basement all those afternoons—I was becoming the detective of my own life.

At first, it was sheer fascination that kept me going. The articles were incredibly detailed, and those details became important to me. How much Baby Paul weighed when he was kidnapped. How my parents stayed in the hospital for days after the abduction, my father sleeping in a cot next to my mother’s bed. How my mother’s brother John showed up to be with her after the freighter he worked on docked in Chicago.

One detail jumped out, because it was something about my parents I hadn’t known. The year before the kidnapping, an article explained, my parents “lost a stillborn son in Michael Reese” Hospital. Incredibly, my mother lost her first son before he was even born, then lost another son just hours after his birth, in the same hospital—on the same floor, even. “A mother for the second time but still without a child,” one article heartlessly declared. Such a fate seemed impossibly cruel to me, even back then, and I felt even sorrier for my mother.

Yet as sad as that was, and as frightening as the abduction was, I can’t say the clippings and letters upset me in any real way. In fact, I had a conflicted view of what I was reading. On one hand, believing that I was the Paul at the center of this spectacular story, this brazen crime, was exciting. It was cool. I kind of liked the idea of being this missing kid—the kid everyone was looking for. Part of me couldn’t wait to run out and tell my neighborhood friends about my odd celebrity.

Another part of me, though, felt no connection to the child in the articles at all. It was as if I was reading about someone else. The clippings didn’t give me nightmares. I didn’t develop a fear of being taken again. The gravity of what happened ten years earlier didn’t really land on me, perhaps because my parents never talked about it. I was fascinated, to be sure, but that was about it. I didn’t feel like some great truth about me was being revealed in the articles. Not yet, anyway.

Still, I kept reading, kept reconstructing the events, kept absorbing the story, until it became a part of me that I would carry everywhere, unsure of its meaning but more and more certain of its importance.

And eventually I realized that this remarkable event—the most notorious Chicago crime in years, which led to the largest manhunt in the city’s history, larger even than the search for John Dillinger—would be the founding plank of the mythology of me, whether I was Paul Joseph Fronczak, or I wasn’t.

Michael Reese Hospital

Chicago, Illinois

April 27, 1964

Outside, it was sixty degrees and foggy and drizzling. Daylight saving time had started the day before, at 3:00 A.M. The unusually mild winter—the coldest it got that year was two degrees, way off the record of minus twenty-six—had blended into spring.

This was Dora Fronczak’s first full day as a mother.

Dora was twenty-eight years old, and she lay in one of the two single beds in Room 418 of Meyer House, the maternity wing of Michael Reese Hospital, a darkly Gothic structure built in 1907 in south Chicago, across from Lake Michigan. In her arms, she held a healthy infant boy with a thatch of dark hair and wrinkly olive skin. This was her son, Paul Joseph. He had been born a day earlier, at 1:20 A.M., and he weighed seven pounds, two ounces. Throughout that day, my mother held him during brief nursing sessions and missed him when he was taken back to the nursery to sleep. The next day, April 27, she got to hold her son for a little bit longer during feedings.

My mother had a roommate in the maternity wing, Joyce Doane, twenty-four, who was expecting her own child soon. But on the morning of April 27, my father Chester Fronczak, thirty-three, wasn’t there. He was already back at work. In those days, there was no such thing as paternity leave, so Chester was on the clock as a machinist for the Foote Brothers division of Hewitt-Robins, a factory on South Western Avenue that made conveyor belts, chains and sprockets, transmissions for helicopters, things like that. His plan was to hand out cigars to his co-workers, then rush over to the hospital to see his new son as soon as work was through.

In Room 418, around 9:00 A.M., a nurse brought a swaddled Baby Paul from the glass-enclosed nursery to my mother’s room and handed him to her.

Then, at 9:30 A.M., as Dora happily fed her child, a different nurse walked in.

This nurse was about forty years old, with graying brown hair combed straight back and pressed down by a white hairnet. She wore a typical nurse’s uniform—white shoes, white stockings, white smock dress. All that was missing was a white nurse’s cap.

The nurse walked to Dora’s bed and, without a word, lifted the blue cotton blanket wrapped around Baby Paul. She looked at the boy for a long moment, studying his face. Then she lowered the blanket and—again, without a word—walked out of the room. Nothing seemed too alarming about the nurse, except perhaps for her silence, and maybe her demeanor. “I didn’t get the impression that she was a motherly, kindly sort of woman,” my mother’s roommate, Joyce, would later say.

Just a half hour later, the mysterious nurse walked into Dora’s room again. This time, she spoke.

“One of the pediatricians wants to examine your son,” she said in a calm, convincing voice. “I need to take him now.”

This time, Dora did find it strange that the nurse wanted to take her baby away during a feeding. This was such a precious, sacred time. Still, my mother handed her bundled infant to the nurse.

The nurse took the child and left the room.

She then hurried down the hallway, pushed open the door to a stairwell, descended four flights, and, through a back exit, walked out of Michael Reese Hospital.

A short while later, a Chicago cabdriver, Lee Kelsey, picked up the woman and child on Twenty-ninth Street and Ellis Avenue, just behind the hospital, and drove them several blocks to Thirty-fifth and Halsted. When the woman stepped out of Kelsey’s Checker cab on Halsted Avenue, she might as well have stepped off the earth.

To this day no one has ever reported seeing her again.
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Back at Michael Reese Hospital, a young student nurse saw the woman take Baby Paul into the stairwell. She told her supervisor about it, and together they rushed to the nursery. Baby Paul wasn’t there. They walked into Dora’s room, acting as calm as they could, and saw the infant wasn’t there, either. Without alerting Dora, the nursing staff spent the next two hours combing the hospital for any trace of Baby Paul. Their frantic search came up empty.

At 2:55 P.M., hospital officials notified Chicago police. The police issued an all points bulletin and, at 3:00 P.M., began a door-to-door search of the ten-block area surrounding the hospital. Around this time, police also called the foreman at Hewitt-Robins and asked to speak to Chester Fronczak. Earlier, Chester had proudly handed out his cigars. Now he was on the phone with police.

“Your son is missing,” my father was told.

In Room 418, Dora still knew nothing. No one asked her to describe the nurse who took her baby—a description that might have helped—because someone deemed it advisable not to tell her anything for several hours. Only after her husband raced to the hospital, knelt beside her bed, and told her what happened did Dora realize she was in a nightmare.

Her son, her angel, was gone.

That day, some two hundred policemen and FBI agents descended on South Side Chicago, searching six hundred homes and interviewing a thousand people by midnight. In the coming days detectives pored over the files of some 2,600 hospital employees. The state director of registration and education had his chief investigator, Jack Hayes, read through the files of hundreds of licensed, registered nurses. Jack Johnson, the warden of the county jail, ordered guards to interview every woman who arrived at the jail after the kidnapping, in case the fugitive nurse had thought to avoid scrutiny by hiding behind bars. Eighteen months’ worth of medical records for women with stillborn babies were investigated, along with the histories of thousands of infants whose identities were in any way suspicious. Postmaster General John Gronouski, who like Chester Fronczak was Polish, pledged the support of all 175,000 of his letter carriers.

All told, investigators eventually questioned more than 38,000 people across the country.

At Michael Reese Hospital, police taped single sheets of paper to the walls of the lobby, the exits, and the fourth floor. IMPORTANT NOTICE, the flyers announced in big, black type, before asking any patients, staffers, or visitors for any information they might have about the abductor.

Chicago police questioned my mother, too, and she admitted she never got a good look at the nurse who took her child. Her roommate, Joyce, didn’t notice much, either, beyond the observation that “from looking at her, I think she must have hated the world.” Even so, interviews with other witnesses, including the cabdriver, helped police sketch artist Otis Rathel create a composite drawing of the kidnapper.

The sketch depicted a white woman somewhere between thirty-five and forty-five years old, somewhere around five feet, three inches tall, weighing between 130 and 145 pounds, with brown eyes and brown hair streaked with gray. Another newspaper sketch showed her in a white cotton dress, white stockings, and white shoes—her nurse outfit. Neither drawing provided anything distinctive about her appearance—no scar, no lopsided feature, no limp. In the sketches, she looked like any nurse in the world.

Police also released photos of several hospital items, including the type of outfit Baby Paul would have been wearing, the type of blanket he might have been wrapped in, and the small plastic identification bracelet that would have been fastened around his tiny wrist. The bracelet shown in the police photo was a generic bracelet—no name or ID number. The real bracelet, of course—the single item of identification in the absence of handprints or footprints, which weren’t yet hospital policy—had vanished along with the child.

Still, hundreds of tips were phoned in to the Chicago Police Department and the temporary office set up for the FBI in the hospital. Reporters were able to conclude that the police and FBI were focusing their search on registered nurses, practical nurses, and nurses’ aides who had formerly worked at Michael Reese—and particularly on those who had any record of mental illness, and those who’d had a child die or couldn’t have children.

The only certainty about the kidnapper, police admitted, was that she had a thorough knowledge of the hospital layout. She was known to have spent at least four hours in the hospital on the day of the kidnapping. She knew the nursing schedule, and she understood that taking a baby out of the glass-enclosed, segregated nursery would have been far riskier than taking a baby out of a hospital room. The day before the kidnapping, a nurse approached a hospital housekeeper and offered to help her fold linens in the maternity ward—which was odd, the housekeeper later told police, because folding linens wasn’t ordinarily something nurses did. But the gesture wasn’t strange enough for her to tell anyone about it until after the kidnapping.

Other new mothers at the hospital, too, told police they recalled the nurse coming into their rooms and calmly lifting their babies’ blankets so she could see their faces. “I asked her what she was doing,” one mother, Leisa Cohen, remembered, “and she turned on her heels and walked out.”

The kidnapper, it was clear, was shopping for the perfect baby to take.
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For more than two weeks after the abduction, police officers and FBI agents worked twelve- to sixteen-hour days. Many of them simply walked the streets of Chicago, looking for women who resembled the police sketch. They found one woman walking north on the 5500 block of Sheridan Road and stopped her. She wore a babushka head scarf, a green woolen coat, and a white nurse’s uniform. “I can’t understand why I wasn’t picked up before,” she told the police. Yet after nearly four hours of questioning, she was released and driven home by police at 4:30 A.M.

Hundreds of other possible suspects came and went. Police looked into a report of a woman in a nurse’s outfit who had been kicked out of a different Chicago hospital three months before the kidnapping, after staffers discovered she didn’t work there. Nurses remembered her picking up babies from their cribs and commenting on how clean the nursery was compared to the one at Michael Reese. But the woman was never found. As the days went by, FBI agents were less and less forthcoming about what leads they were following. Marlin Johnson, the special agent in charge of the FBI’s Chicago office, said, “We defeat our own purpose if we let the kidnapper know what we’re doing to find her.”

On May 5, eight days after the abduction, doctors at Michael Reese put out an emergency bulletin. “It has just been learned that the family of Paul Joseph Fronczak has a history of multiple allergies,” the bulletin read. “Since these allergies may have been inherited by the baby, a change in feeding is necessary.”

The family’s personal physician went on to describe precisely what the kidnapper ought to do to keep the boy safe.

Since baby Fronczak may be allergic to cow’s milk, the doctor strongly urges that the formula be changed as follows: use Promel powder, a soy-bean milk substitute. Mix one tablespoon of Promel powder with one ounce of water which has been boiled for five minutes. Because Promel powder does not contain vitamins, vitamins C and D should be given separately. The doctor recommends two drops of Drisdol, vitamin D, and 10 drops of Cecon, vitamin C, to be given to the infant each day. The family physician appeals to the kidnapper to follow the above feeding changes to insure the infant’s good health. All the ingredients are easily obtained at any drug store.
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Ten years later, when I read about the doctor’s appeal to the kidnapper, I was surprised by how much it assumed about the woman who took Baby Paul. It assumed she had a side to her that was tender and thoughtful and caring, that deep down she had the baby’s interests at heart. But how could a woman who so casually stole an infant right from its mother’s arms then turn around and be a compassionate mother herself? It didn’t make sense to me back then. I saw no grayness in the media descriptions of her—the kidnapper, it seemed to me, was pure evil.

And yet, as I was shocked to learn, my mother, of all people, didn’t see it that way.

I came across an article that described my mother’s first statement to the media, just three days after the abduction. Remarkably, she told the press she didn’t blame anyone for the kidnapping. “It was just something that happened,” she said. “All I can say is that this woman must have been desperate for a baby to do such a horrible thing.”

Somehow, my mother found it in her to empathize with the kidnapper. I could hardly believe it then, and I still find it hard to believe now. But the more I read, the more I realized my mother wasn’t thinking about the kidnapper in the days after the abduction. She wasn’t even thinking about herself, or her husband. All of her anguish, her pain, her torment, was secondary. The only thing that mattered to my mother, I learned, was that her child was okay.

“Take good care of him and see that he gets enough to eat,” she wearily told a reporter who asked if she had anything to say to the kidnapper. “He is everything we built our hopes on for the future. Just so he is taken care of, that’s the main thing.”

And only then—only after she had expressed the powerful love she held in her mother’s heart—did she say anything about herself.

Sitting in a wheelchair in the lobby of the hospital, her eyes red from crying and her face pale and drawn from sleepless, sedative-filled nights—and passing a small crystal rosary nervously through her fingers—she issued a plea to the kidnapper in a voice too soft for most of the huddled reporters to hear.

“Please,” my mother whispered, “return the baby to us.”
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EVEN WHEN I first read about the kidnapping, I understood that what my mother went through was hell—a hell beyond my comprehension. Her impossible sadness, the heaviness of it all, was evident in the photos taken of her in the hospital, her pretty face blank from shock, her eyelids drooping, her body limp as my father held her—as if she would crumple to the ground if he let go. In those newspaper photos, my mother is a portrait of utter heartbreak and despair.

But my father? It was easier for me to imagine my mother’s pain than it was to picture my father going through the same thing. Maybe it was because I knew my father to be gruff and unemotional, one of those solid, silent types. But then I found an article that gave me a glimpse into what he’d had to endure.

Two days after the kidnapping, someone persuaded my father to make a public statement, just as my mother had. I am sure he did it reluctantly, and probably only because the police convinced him it might help. He met with reporters at the hospital, and sat at a table with a microphone in front of him. There is a photo of him slumped at the table, holding his head up with his left hand, looking dazed.

Did he have a message for the kidnapper? one reporter asked.

“I hope she takes care of the baby,” my father answered in a soft voice. “I plead with her to return him.”

Someone else asked my father if he had slept at all.

“A few minutes,” he replied.

Throughout the brief statement, the articles said, my father fought back tears.

I am sure he did. I would have been surprised to read that my father cried openly in front of reporters. But part of me wished he had, so I could have read about it and known that he was capable of such emotion.
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It is seven years before the kidnapping.

My father entered a bank that was two blocks from where he lived in Chicago. There, he saw a pretty, dark-featured woman working as a teller. Her name was Dora, and she’d recently moved to Chicago from Escanaba, Michigan, a small bay town in the state’s Upper Peninsula. Dora’s father, who worked in a paper mill, and her mother, a housewife, came over from Croatia and raised their children in a primitive home with an outhouse. Dora would forever remember having to brave the brutally cold winter winds just to go to the bathroom in the dark of the night.

As soon as she was old enough, Dora left Escanaba with her sister Bertha and found a place in Chicago. She got a job in a bank and handled a transaction for my father, Chester Fronczak, whose own parents had emigrated from Poland. Chester was darkly handsome, with a broad back and a firm grip. He asked Dora for a date, and she turned him down flat. A few weeks later he asked again, and again she politely said no.

Chester didn’t stop asking for the next five years, until finally—worn down, no doubt, by his persistence—Dora agreed to go out with him.

They went to a fancy nightclub for dinner, and they were never apart again.

My parents wed in a Catholic church in Chicago, and two years later, in Michael Reese Hospital, my mother gave birth to a boy she named Paul Joseph.
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Besides the crystal rosary beads my mother had with her at all times in the days after the kidnapping, there was something else she kept by her side—a black-and-white photograph of Baby Paul, taken shortly after he was born.

In the photo, which my mother kept in a wooden frame on a table next to her hospital bed, the baby has dark eyes and a pretty good head of black hair. Someone has laid him down on a white sheet, and he’s wearing a diaper and a little white shirt. His hands are curled into tiny fists that he holds in front of him, almost like a boxer. The wide plastic ID bracelet is on his left wrist. A card with all his information is placed gently on his stomach. It is numbered 5648, and it includes his name (just Fronczak) and his weight at birth. Lines for the address, city, and doctor are blank. The photographer’s name is also listed, though I could never quite make it out.

This is the only known photo of Baby Paul.

I spent a lot of time looking at the photo. I came across it in several articles about the case, and later I got a cleaner copy of the actual photograph. There isn’t much to it—even the baby’s expression is neutral, neither agitated nor happy—but there was something fascinating about it to me. I think it’s that the photo captured a moment of calm, of innocence, that would be so abruptly and tragically lost in only a short while. The photo freezes this moment forever, and in that moment Baby Paul still belongs to my mother, and the nightmare that is to come still doesn’t exist, and a future filled with love and happiness is still possible.

But of course time can’t be frozen, and so all that remained of the normalcy and joy and innocence of Baby Paul’s first few hours on earth was a small, grainy photograph—a photo that was soon pinned up in every police station in Chicago.
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My mother clung to the photo, just as she clung to hope. She found hope wherever she could and she held on to it for dear life. She found it in the cards and letters that began to stream in from all over the country, from as far away as Russia and Brazil—the same cards and letters I later found in the basement. We are praying for you, most of them said. Stay strong. Have hope. God will save your child. She got a letter from a soldier in Germany offering his prayers. She learned that masses were being said in churches everywhere for the return of Baby Paul. She was told that several convents of nuns had joined in prayers for her and her child.

“She reads the cards and keeps them with his picture,” Dora’s mother-in-law, Ann Fronczak, told reporters. “She still hopes the baby will be returned.”

Not long after the abduction, my mother was moved from her double room in the hospital to a single room next door. She chose to stay at the hospital for several days, rather than go home, and I think it was because she believed that if she waited there long enough, the awful nurse would bring her baby back.

But the doctors at Michael Reese wanted her to stay, too, so they could keep an eye on her. They monitored her constantly, and when she couldn’t sleep at night they gave her sedatives. Some people worried that keeping my mother in the maternity ward, where newborn babies were everywhere, and other joyous mothers got to take their infants home, might do more harm than good for her mental state. But hospital officials assured the press that it was best for her.

“She is much more emotionally stable now,” a spokesman told reporters a week into her stay, “than she was in the first few days after the kidnapping.”

I wondered how they could possibly know that was true.

Meanwhile, police officers were stationed outside the door of her room, keeping reporters and other strangers away. Besides investigators, only her doctors, immediate family, and the hospital’s Roman Catholic chaplain were allowed to see her. Police also intercepted any phone calls that came in. My father was given time off from the factory and stayed with my mother around the clock. He occasionally left her side, to eat in the cafeteria and talk to the police and FBI agents, but, from what I could tell, my mother never left the room, except for brief strolls with my father to the nearby solarium.

I tried to imagine what these early days were like for my mother. I pictured her struggling to fall asleep, fighting off the terror, and finally swallowing pills and slipping into a haze. I imagined her desperately believing that every visitor to the room, every creak of the door, meant the arrival of good news—and I imagined her shattering disappointment when it was only a nurse or a doctor empty-handed. I am sure there were long stretches of time, hour after silent hour, when my mother’s hopes for getting her son back were sorely tested.

There were promising leads and encouraging tips, but investigators decided not to share all of them with my mother, “so that she would not be subject to any more emotional strain than necessary,” one article reported. But the police and FBI certainly shared them with the media, and newspapers breathlessly reported each new lead, leaving readers waiting for the next day’s paper to learn if it panned out.

As I sat in the basement and read the articles ten years later, I could hardly wait to find out, either.

One of the strongest leads came from a restaurant owner in Freeport, Illinois, a couple of hours west of Chicago.

The owner reported that early one morning, a man and woman came into her café carrying an infant. They asked if they could wash the baby and buy some milk.

“Sure,” the owner replied. “How old is he?”

“Three weeks,” the woman answered, “I think.”

The owner quickly called police, but she didn’t stop the couple from getting into their Chevrolet and driving away. Investigators set up surveillance in the area around the restaurant, but the couple and their child were never found.

Then police got a call from Rosetta Alexander, the matron at a railroad station in Dearborn, Michigan, four hours east of Chicago. She reported seeing a woman on the train platform who looked exactly like the woman in the police sketch. Officers picked her up and whisked her to the police station, and word leaked to the press that a suspect was in custody. Believing the kidnapping might be on the verge of being solved, more than sixty reporters rushed to the station and waited outside.

They watched as Lee Kelsey, the cabdriver who’d picked up the kidnapper, was hustled in and out of the interrogation room, followed by a Roman Catholic monk. The longer the reporters waited without word, the more convinced they became that a break was imminent. “That must be the woman who took the baby,” they quoted one building staffer as saying, “but where’s the baby, then?”

Finally, at 1:17 A.M., Police Captain William Murphy—with “lines of fatigue etched on his round face,” one report said—came out of the station to speak to the press. Captain Murphy said that while the woman who was questioned “remarkably resembled” the sketch, she was just a housekeeper who had an alibi and was not the kidnapper. FBI Special Agent Marlin Johnson also addressed the crowd.

“She’s not the woman,” he said. “We know her whereabouts on the day the baby was kidnapped.”

So why, then, had she been wandering around the train station late at night?

“She is just a poor soul who’s confused,” Johnson said.

Every day, reports of near breakthroughs filled the papers. A woman from the town of Cicero told police she had knowledge of the kidnapping, but her information proved false, and she was ordered to undergo psychiatric evaluation. Another woman brought a baby suffering from malnutrition into the Illinois Masonic hospital, but when police were summoned, they discovered she was in fact the child’s mother. Someone reported that the kidnapper had been caught after seeing police rush out of five squad cars and pick up a woman and a baby on Chicago’s North Side. It turned out the woman was trying to get her critically ill son to the hospital. Separate tips led police to set up roadblocks in Freeport and stake out ten resort hotels, but neither lead panned out.

Hopes were surely raised when a plaid thirty-by-thirty-six-inch baby blanket, olive and gray on one side and blue and green on the other, was found on 102nd Street and Pulaski Road in Chicago. Police once again brought in Lee Kelsey, who remembered Baby Paul being swaddled in a blanket. But Kelsey couldn’t say for sure if this was the same blanket. Not much later, officials at Michael Reese confirmed the blanket wasn’t one of theirs.
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The one-week mark came and went without news. Finally, on May 5, eight days after the kidnapping, my mother decided it was time to leave the hospital. Sooner or later, she had to face the ordeal of returning to her apartment without her baby. One hospital official asked her if she and my father planned to take some time off and get away somewhere.

“No,” my mother replied instantly. “I want to be home in case the woman decides to return the baby.”

The morning of May 5, my mother put on a plain red-and-yellow cotton dress and walked out of her room, escorted by my father, in shirtsleeves that showed off his muscled forearms. Her brother John and two Chicago detectives followed behind. They took the elevator to the lobby and were greeted by thirty reporters and photographers. My father held tight to my mother’s arm and hustled her through the crowd.

“Do you have any message for the kidnapper?” one reporter yelled out.

“Please return the baby,” my mother managed to say.

Outside, reporters kept surrounding her and asking for more comments.

“I just want to get to the car,” she told them.

My mother slid into the backseat of an unmarked police car at the curb and bowed her head. My father got in beside her and patted her back.

On her wrist, my mother still wore the hospital bracelet she was given the day Baby Paul was born, identifying her as his mother.

The police car sped away from the hospital, and before long Dora and Chester were back on the tree-lined street where they lived, West Fortieth Place, in the attic apartment of the two-story home owned by my father’s parents, Ann and Chester Fronczak, Sr. They’d moved in after getting married two years earlier. Once inside, my mother hunkered down, just as she’d done in her hospital room. A day after she got home she allowed herself to walk less than a block to St. Pancratius Church for mass at 7:30 A.M., again physically propped up by my father. “She barely made it, she’s so weak,” my grandmother told a reporter.

But other than quick daily trips to morning mass, my mother refused to leave the apartment. “She won’t go out,” Ann Fronczak said. “She keeps hoping the phone will ring and that will be the call saying he’s been found.” On their third day home, my father admitted to a reporter, “We will probably have to get her out someday soon for a little fresh air.”

Inside the house, two FBI agents—Bernard Carey and Ronald Miniter—set up shop in the small den on the first floor. They lugged in a huge black suitcase, which contained the primitive recording equipment they would use to intercept every phone call. My parents gave the agents a list of the phone numbers of friends and relatives, but all other calls were answered by Carey or Miniter. At first, both agents stayed in the den twenty-four hours a day, one of them sleeping on the sofa, the other on a small cot my parents provided. After a few days, they were allowed to work in separate twenty-four-hour shifts. My mother wheeled in a small black-and-white TV with rabbit ears, and every now and then she took in a plate of cookies, but otherwise the agents carried on their vigil all alone. Years later, I tracked down Bernard Carey in his home in Florida, and I asked him about the days he spent in my parents’ home.

“It was a very sad detail,” Carey told me. “There was such a sadness in that house. We were waiting every day for anything that seemed like a ransom call, but it never came. We didn’t get even one slightly suspicious call. That was the hardest part. Having to go up to your parents every night and say, ‘I’m sorry, but there was nothing. No calls, no leads, nothing.’  ”

Special Agent Miniter stayed for two weeks. Carey lasted one more week after that. Then the FBI ended the detail. When Carey finally packed up the recording equipment and said good-bye to my parents, he had an ominous feeling.

“It’s very sad to say,” he recalled, “but when I left, I remember thinking that this case would never be solved.”
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Once my mother was home, my father’s parents did everything they could to comfort her, and so did her sister Bertha, who lived nearby. But from the articles, it seemed to me that my mother was inconsolable. Her doctor prescribed a continued regimen of sedatives, and throughout the day she would take them, but eventually the sedatives would wear off and she would “start to cry again,” Ann Fronczak told reporters. “But it’s better for her to cry the worry out than hold it inside.”

For solace, my mother turned to the calendar. Early on, she’d received a letter from a mother whose baby had also been kidnapped. Incredibly, nine days later, the baby was returned. I can imagine my mother counting down to nine days, and feeling dejected when that milestone came and went. Then, she came to believe that Baby Paul would be dropped off at a church on Mother’s Day, May 10, nearly two weeks after the abduction. But that day passed without a break, too. A week later, on May 18, my parents would have celebrated their second wedding anniversary, and perhaps my mother believed that would be the day the miracle happened. Instead, all that happened was two neighborhood girls came by the house to drop off a bouquet of flowers.

“No, we have no plans,” my father told a reporter who asked how they would spend the day. “There won’t be a dinner. Nothing at all.”

Eventually, my mother lost track of time altogether. “Someone asked me the other day how long it had been since I left the hospital,” she said in one conversation. “I couldn’t tell them. Time just goes.”

On May 27, Baby Paul had been missing for a month. By then, my mother had been forced to make adjustments—to develop some kind of routine to get through her days. Every morning, she and my father got up at 5:30 and went to 6:15 mass at St. Joseph and Anne Catholic Church on Thirty-eighth Place. Then my father went to work—he finally returned to the factory a month after the abduction—and my mother went home and did what she could to keep busy. “Today, I’m trying to do a little washing,” she said in an article. “I try to eat. The doctor says I must.”

She also read the twenty or so consoling letters that arrived every day, and took comfort in the tiny shrine to Baby Paul she set up in her bedroom. It consisted of just two things—the framed photo, and a crude crucifix that had been fashioned out of wood by the Poor Clare Sisters, a cloistered order of nuns who lived nearby. What my mother hoped for the hardest, it seemed, was that the kidnapper shared her belief in God’s watchful eye. “If she’s a woman with any kind of religious beliefs, it’s not just the fear of police but fear of her God she must someday meet,” my mother told a reporter. “One of the commandments is ‘thou shalt not steal,’ and what is worse than stealing a human being that belongs to someone else?”

If the kidnapper did indeed have the fear of God in her heart, then she chose not to act on it.

And so my mother continued to suffer, hour after hour. “Sometimes I don’t think I’ll get through the day,” she admitted in an article. My mother also explained that she and my father had stopped going to church together. “It is too hard for us,” she said. “He goes early before work and I go a little later, alone.”

After more than two months without the return of her child, my mother still refused to go shopping, or visit friends, or otherwise make an attempt to get back to something like normalcy. “I don’t even want to go to my sister’s for an hour,” she said. “I don’t want to leave here—I don’t want to leave the phone. Someday, there may be just the call we’ve waited for.”

Tips and leads and near breakthroughs continued to happen—an abandoned baby in Georgia, another infant kidnapped in Wisconsin. My mother even received a call from someone demanding ten thousand dollars in a paper bag for the return of her baby. She notified police, who dressed up a female officer to look like my mother and had her drop off a bag filled with newspaper cuttings in the lobby of a building on South St. Louis Avenue, as instructed. When police arrested the young woman who retrieved the bag, there was no baby to be found. It was all an extortion plot.

But the call my mother kept waiting for—the jangle of the phone that would bring her baby back to her—simply didn’t come.

It didn’t come by the time Baby Paul’s first birthday arrived, in April 1965.

It didn’t come in time for his second birthday, either.

The tips and leads dwindled, and cops and FBI agents were reassigned. Boxes of evidence were moved to storage. The case of Paul Joseph Fronczak went cold.

Until, in June 1966, more than two years after the kidnapping, the phone call finally came.
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