
Sometimes I wonder if I exist at all.

Then I start scratching out letters, with sticks and loops and slashes. And then words. And then sentences. And I can get the blood flowing again. I can remind myself that if I keep telling stories, I can still scrape out an existence.

I suppose I wasn’t given much to work with. No money or property. No inheritance at all really. But I did get two things of use. Stories and height. Good for reaching things on the top shelf. A human step-ladder. The other gift seems somewhat more useful. I can tell a story. Or so I’ve been told. If it’s true, that came from my daddy and granddaddy.

Kinda starts there really. Wladislaw Rubczynski. My Polish Grandpa. A man who would wake up with a story on his lips and fall asleep at night mid-sentence. We called him granddaddy sometimes, but mostly Grandpa Walter. He was assigned the capital-G. Seemed to be something more than a regular person to me. The Wladislaw part had been stripped from him at Ellis Island. They took one look at that name, full of too many consonants for the American tongue, and changed it to Walter Robert.

Amazing what letters on paper can do.

The way he told it, he didn’t even argue with the man in uniform. He was just so damn happy to be away from that boat that they could call him whatever they wanted.

He came in 1926, at a time when Poland was still shuddering from the ravages of World War I. It was not an era to be making something of yourself there. Or even trying to. Staying meant death, and leaving meant opportunity. Or at least change. He had one paper suitcase to his


name. No particular skills. No English whatsoever. Just one good Catholic boy coming to America. Well, a Catholic boy, since he was hardly the religious type. Despite that, he settled right into the Polish section of New York City. People clumped together in those days by nationality like scared chickens. Frightened that if you broke from the group you’d be picked off by some illusory predator. He was eighteen and the only member of his family more than 50 kilometers away from their homestead.

His early days in the US were spent whittling away what little money he had in the pubs. He wasn’t a huge drinker, but those were the places of stories. Men of all ages from his country telling tales of tragedy. He said he was looking for a job, but most of the time he just listened and waited.

He did stumble upon work from time to time. Day labor. Whatever he could find. Bullshit. After months of hopping from one dank factory to the next, he got a regular gig. Even though he didn’t know a thing about it, his destiny for these years was to work along the piers. Fish and more fish. Even five decades later, if he didn’t like your look or smell he would tell ya to “get in the shower and scrub that fish-stink off ya.”

Then he met my grandma. Josephine Wasilewski. She had come from Poland too, but not alone. With three sisters. And two rather overbearing Conservative parents. Wlad (as he still called himself in those days), would regale her with his stories. And she believed every last one of them. Or pretended to.

His plans were pretty grandiose for the two of them. How he would build them a house with his bare hands. Then how he would start up a shop or restaurant and make a small fortune. How he would give her six children. Three boys and three girls to keep the family business going after


he retired.

Josephine wasn’t a fool though. She knew that Wlad was prone to exaggeration. The Rubczynskis reputation had followed him across the water. But anything was better than being stuck in her father’s house. Or in that musty old church.

They were married when he was twenty-three and she seventeen.

He had told her of his beautiful apartment. With a drawing room and full kitchen. Spacious. Josephine figured he had been lying, but nodded politely as he described it. The day after the wedding, such as it was, they moved into his rooming house. One tiny bed, one dresser, a black stone pot filled with wood chips for a stove that didn't exist, and a restroom shared by the entire floor of mostly single men.

Amazingly, Josephine did not say a word. She got right to doing what she could to make the little space into their new home. Within a few hours she had worked her magic. It was hardly a mansion, but it would do.

She could spin a story too, after all. Though hers came out while she was cooking. And even then, only in dribs and drabs between chopping and boiling and smashing and frying. She had the talent of those who say so little that when they speak everyone listens. Every word of hers held weight. What came out most was her superstitions. A few of her pearls of wisdom included:

*never walk around with only one shoe on. a parent will die

*never talk near dragonflies. they will sew up your lips

*if a bird enters your house or church it means death is near


*never leave shoes, hats, keys or a purse on the bed. it causes horrible bad luck

By all accounts, the two of them were contented in New York until Josephine came to understand that she was pregnant. Even though she was married, she deigned to not tell her family so that they wouldn't admonish her for what she had done. Her father was well known for slapping his girls for minor indiscretions, so she could only imagine how he would receive this news. At the wedding ceremony, as her father had shaken Wlad's hand, he turned to his wife and muttered something that translates roughly to "filthy Slav." In the subsequent months, he would no longer mutter that phrase, but instead say it directly to Wlad as he walked into the room. Josephine did not force her husband to put up with the abuse, but she continued to attend her parents' Sunday dinners throughout this period. She made no mention of her rapidly expanding belly and nor did they. She simply wore ever increasingly flowing dresses to hide what she could.

Finally, in the sixth month of her pregnancy, she gathered the courage to say what everyone knew. Her father wiped the bits of food from his lips with an embossed serviette, stood up and walked out of the room without a word. Her mother's only reaction was to shake her disappointed head and followed closely at her husband's heels. Her two sisters, Rosa and Maria, tittered and giggled, but also chose not to address the fallen woman. My grandmother didn't bother to stick around. She didn't want to give them the satisfaction of seeing her tears. And they didn't for many years. Even when Josephine was at her lowest and a hot meal would have gone a long way, she refused to give in. You have to admire the strength and stubbornness of the lady.

Wlad and Josephine managed to plod along even without the support of her family. In the end, what began to draw them apart was not a familial issue though. It was Wlad's other true love:


music.

The man could play anything. A talent I witnessed time and time again when I grew up with him. Any song, any tempo, and practically any instrument. Fiddle, guitar, piano, organ, accordion, harmonica, mandolin, clarinet and whatever else he could get his hands on. You would expect someone of his ilk to spend his money at the bars like any other Pole trying to eke out their existence in that unforgiving city. But given the chance, he would forsake drink (and food for that matter) for the opportunity to find himself in the possession of a godforsaken chunk of wood or brass to fix up. He practically haunted the pawn shops of the Polish quarter.

Josephine would track him down at his usual spots. There, in the dark and grizzled spaces would be hard men selling the little goods they had to survive for one more day. And Wlad would be sitting on a stool in the corner, hands covered dirt, tool in hand, trying to turn an inanimate object into something beautiful. His wife would rant and rave, but it was in these moments that they both knew she loved him best. When passion filled his whole body and he could throw himself into work he truly cared about.

The music itself puzzled Josephine, but she had no doubts about how much it meant to him. As with most things though, it all came down to money. Many days she would stand in front of the scraps of food she had to conjure into a meal and weep. Two potatoes, half a pound of salt, a stick of rancid butter, and a head of half-rotten lettuce. She had been promised more.

It came to this because, for all his undeniable artistic abilities, Wlad never made a dime off his music. And not because other people didn't recognize his talents. Nope, it was because he thought music was a sacred art, elevated well above what people did in churches and factories. Being paid for it would be a form of disgrace. Sacrilege. So he would play anywhere for free.


Saloons, basements, living rooms, on the corner. Lifting the loads off the shoulders of those listening. Spreading the gospel of sound.

As anyone could foresee, it was this aspect that drove Josephine up the wall. She didn't go as far as he father had, but she started to refer to Wlad contemptuously as "the gypsy." In her broken English she would tell him: "no foolin' with drunks more, you work make money. Need food not free beer. Be man." It seems like she learned the language of her new home simply from yelling at Wlad when he got home from his musical escapades. Each day when the ladies of the tenement would get together to wash clothes or cook, her compatriots who had been the US longer gave her new epithets and phrases to hurl at her husband when he traipsed home that night.

When he told me these stories many years later, pipe in hand, he was careful never to criticize Josephine too much though. He said that these late-night tussles never quite turned into all-out fights. He could always make "my gal" smile, no matter how soused he was or how late he came back to their room empty-handed. She could call him every name the book, but always with a slight smile curled on the edge of her lips. Happy at least to have a faithful man who had a little flair to him, even if it often brought nothing but heartache.

It must have been true love. Or pure foolishness. The same thing perhaps.

Still though, she wanted more and knew that if they stayed in the big city, they would be stifled. But Wlad had to make the decision to go. He being "the man" and all. So it took until 1937 for them to get out of there . And it wasn't her nagging that did it either. She wasn't that type of broad. Nope, she left it to the subtle hints. She figured rightly that they weren't going anywhere until Wlad had a new hair-brained scheme that needed to be executed elsewhere.


Finally it came to pass when Wlad had a chance encounter in an alleyway with the Giordano brothers, Giuseppe and Alfie. They had big dreams in a burgeoning industry that they didn't know a thing about: the movies.

The setting these Italian siblings chose for their new company, called uncreatively the “Big” Film Production Co., was none other than the up-and-coming, soon to be pisshole of Trenton, New Jersey. Of all places on Earth. Makes me shake my head just to think about it.

Giuseppe was to be the money-man. He had saved some cash from his moderately successful fruit stand business, which boasted five carts in Queens. Everything he had was sold to finance the enterprise. Every cart, every knife, every last piece of fruit he could find. Bartered in exchange for camera equipment.

Initially this is where Wlad came in. When the brothers told him of their idea, he immediately offered to help find the perfect pawnshop to acquire the wares needed to get the newly founded operation off the ground.

Alfie was the muscle. The key grip, the roadie, and the gear guy all rolled into one.

In addition to his contacts in the seedy underworld of pawnbrokers, Wlad (now firmly Walter since the brothers couldn't pronounce his name the Polish way) was also to be the artiste of the group. He somehow convinced the Giordanos that he was qualified for the job despite the fact that he had no experience and had barely even seen a movie at that point.

They pooled enough money together to make a film. One. A single chance to hit the ground


running and make their dream a reality. To go beyond the dreary everyday lives that people lead. To reach for the a grand beyond with the creation of a piece art that could be adored by the masses.

It all collapsed within six months.

A Frenchman, Marius Lambert, was hired to be the art director on the strength of his supposed experience working with D.W. Griffith many years prior. Instead, he absconded away with their money after less than seventy-two hours of work. Perhaps he realized the calibre of people he was to work with and got out before things got worse. My Grandpa would always blame this event, rather than his own rampant ineptitude, for the failure of the venture. And thus began the Robert family's irrational hatred of the French.

Somehow, despite the obstacles in front of them, this ragamuffin crew did manage to make one film together. It was called "Life of the Night" (1938) and consisted of a cast made up almost entirely of non-actors and prostitutes. It was screened perhaps five times to unethusiastic moviegoers who by then expected some sort of technical proficiency at the cinema. Or at least a coherent storyline. According to Grandpa Walter, the film centered around a group of four foreign bank robbers, each from a different country, who had to overcome their lack of communication to pull off an epic heist. Years ago I tried to verify any of this information, but no one in any studio had heard of the thing. Walter did have a few handbills from the time framed in his trailer, so I can only assume some parts of the story are true. You just could never quite tell with him.

The Giordano brothers left New Jersey soon after the film's release, never to speak to one another again. Giuseppe returned to New York City where he got back into the world of fruit,


while Alfie moved out West where my grandfather was once told that he was killed in some sort of carriage accident.

For this story though, the important part is that Josephine and Walter settled in Trenton, never to return to Gotham.

Like so many poor people, what really saved Walter was not blind luck or divine providence, but war. When the bombs dropped on Pearl Harbor, Walter, for hunger more than political sentiment, signed right up. He knew he was likely to be drafted anyway, so volunteering gave him some control of the situation. He became a Navy man and soon distinguished himself in the same way that he did in the civilian world: with music. He joined the Naval Band and toured both Europe and Asia, spending half of his time boosting the morale of the beleaguered troops, and the other half boosting his own morale with the local ladies. He would later claim in hushed and proud tones that he had fathered five children in five countries, but fortunately for him (and likely for the kids as well), none of them ever came to the US looking for fatherly guidance.

Sadly for his sojourns with the European dames, he was forced to return home early due to a virulent case of strep throat, Once back in America in 1944, he got to work on more "reputable" progeny, with my father Josef being born in 1945 followed by his younger, sicklier brother Rudolph in 1948.

The family continued to be destitute, although once its numbers had grown to four, Walter became more attentive to them. Just as Josephine had hoped. He would still disappear from time to time late into the night, but some of the fiery blood of his youth had left him. Music was still his reason for living most days, but he also did a series of jobs to keep from falling deeper into poverty. At times he was a janitor, a postal worker and a State prison guard. Of course, no


matter what he was doing or where he was going, he made sure to have a woodwind or brass slung under his arm. Just in case.

The job during this era that most affected the family was one that Josef would remember well. It all started when Walter struck up a deal with a local pub owner and fellow Pole, Andrew Posluszny. The family were to be boarders in the space above the establishment, and Walter would serve as a member of the kitchen staff. According to the arrangement, the Roberts would pack themselves into the cramped two-bedroom apartment, free of charge, in exchange for cooking up anything that the patrons of "Andy's" wanted. Day or night. No excuses.

In practice, this meant that Josephine did most of the work to keep them afloat, with Josef and Rudolph in tow. Posluszny devised an ingenious pulley system that ran up the wall from the barback right into the 2nd floor kitchen. Each time the orders reached their apex a bell would dong and Josephine would snap into action. Fortunately for all those involved, Josephine was the finest cook in the city and turn standard Polish fare (perogies, blintzes, stuffed cabbage, stews of every kind) into a gourmet meal. As his wife slaved away, Walter was to be the waiter, bringing the food downstairs directly to the men. More often than not though, that job fell to his two small boys.

Instead Walter was fulfilling another important duty: making the patrons of a small nondescript pub in New Jersey feel like they were in the center of the world. He would regale them with stories from around the globe and ask them for theirs. No matter what they said, he would implore them for more, making their lives seem bigger and more glamorous. Every factory man talking about workin’ the line a king, every hooker an heir to the throne.

In exchange, the men would buy Walter drinks and ask him to play a tune on whatever


contrivance he held. He would always comply. Trouble was that Andrew mostly thought his hired hand was freeloading, and was not pleased that two underage boys were in the place at all hours of the night.

Rudolph would help when he could, but he was often bedridden, not to mention scared of the swearing and sordid men he would be forced to interact with. My father, on the other hand, relished the role from the first.

Josef, as young as nine years old, would spend his nights half-awake, anticipating the moment when his mother would call to him through the steam of the kitchen. When he wound his way down the rickety steps that were tenuously bolted to the wall, he would do so with aplomb. One hand on the railing, the other holding the food aloft like a proper maitre d’. Each time he burst through the swinging doors, he was greeted by a cheer and little diddy from his father.

And it was not only for show. He learned from his daddy to turn a penny tip into three. Sometimes even a nickel. If a man was tipsy, Josef would dramatically yawn like a lion, hoping to elicit some guilt for having woken him up. And, if the man was totally soused, he would use the oldest trick in the book by starting his first sentence with “Hey, tell me that story when . . .” It never failed and soon he was adding more to the family coffers than his father.

And so he collected all the stories. Those of his dad he had practically memorized, but these working men brought him into a world that he had not previously been privy. Trenton at that time drew workers from all over, the sludge-like run-off of people who had tried to live in the big city but had failed to make it. The men may not have been looked upon as the cream of society, but they certainly had the best tales to tell.


Some of the stories my pops heard in those years have trickled down to me:

-the Ukrainian, Mikael, who had seven beautiful daughters from whom he planned to make his fortune. He would take a different one out with him each day (leaving the other six under lock and key in their tiny apartment), pretending to be ill and decrepit. He hoped that some rich man would see these beauties acting so kind towards an old man and take it for good character and thus prime marriage material. He assumed the inheritance would flow in from there. Problem was, he waited so long for the perfect rich man that he died of consumption before he could reap the reward of his deceptive plan.

-Max Steadman, who could throw a baseball as hard as any man in the State, but who had lost his other arm hopping trains as a boy. He always swore he had had a tryout with the St.Louis Browns. When Pete Gray made it to the majors during the war Max began to drink incessantly and eventually hung himself down by the docks.

-an Ethiopian man everyone called simply “the African” who claimed to be a renowned poet in his homeland, just trying to raise funds to return home. And yet, he would head to Andy’s the moment he had two cents to rub together. Apparently though, the man knew how to recite, because even my Grandpa would stop playing and be held in rapt attention when he spoke. The whole room would be still, the voice of one man amongst the smoke and dim light. And not another soul in the bar knew a word of the man’s native tongue.

-a fellow named Turtle who brought, you guessed it, a pet turtle to the bar each night. He would put his beer on the creature’s shell and watch it slowly walk away, spending the whole evening nursing a single pint. Sipping deliberately. One evening, his friend moved slower than usual and gasped and coughed under the weight of beerstein. Finally it collapse, and Turtle lunged to


relieve his pet of the strain. Turtle began to cry. He said he would bring his companion to the river to die in peace whilst taking a final swim. He got up to do so and perhaps went into the river as well, because he was never seen or heard from again.

There were a million of ‘em: escaped convicts, ladies’ men, farmers fresh from some hellacious part of the country. All gathering in a dark pub to forget what had come before. To try to conjure new adventures with drink and good company in a tiny and grimy bar in New Jersey.

But to Josef, it was the most remarkable place in the world. Somewhere to help him forget his own troubles--violent masters at his Catholic school, a mother that watched him like a hawk, and the strange advances of the local priest.

The family only lived there for three years, but it left an indelible impression on the boys. For Josef, he would speak later as if his entire childhood had happened in that one spot. Editing one’s story is the most important part of telling it after all. No one really wants to hear the full truth. He would go on to tell my brother and me that he had been “born and raised in Andy’s”, even if we knew he meant it only figuratively. He also said that he had learned nothing new since. It had all been there in that one spot.

Religion also played a big role in the household. Despite growing up in a pretty diverse and bustling section of town, Josephine insisted that the best school for her boys was on the other side of Trenton. It was called St.Cecilia’s, a dreary monolith of gothic charms. It was known both for being deeply brutal, and yet also for producing a multitude of the lawyers and politicians in town. A proving ground. Unfortunately for my father and uncle, the school was over three miles away and Walter had yet to scrape together enough funds to purchase a car. This meant an hour walk twice each day, rain or snow.


To get to St.Cecilia’s was not simply a matter of distance. In their walk, they were forced to traverse an Italian ghetto, then a German and finally a small black one before mercifully arriving. They almost enjoyed seeing the faces of the nuns each morning after that. Almost.

As a much older man, leaning back deeply into his reclining chair, my father would say, hopefully jokingly, that running point on patrol in Vietnam had been nothing compared to the fear he had felt as a child in those neighborhoods.

Josef was a fine student and achieved good grades each semester. But this alone was not enough for the nuns due to a one deep flaw that he couldn’t quite seem to shake: he wrote left- handed. “An abomination of God,” they would say, perhaps masochistically, before coming up with a creative solution to the ‘problem.’ This entailed wrenching my father’s dominant arm behind his back each morning and strapping it to a specially designed belt that dangled from his waist. In-between classes he was untied and spared this indignity, but any activity done with his left-arm during recess was greeted with a thwacking ruler to bloody his knuckles.

During the day, Josef was the resident class clown not for his actions, but for his stories. When a hard of hearing elderly nun would turn her back, he would tell all who would listen that his mother had given birth to him upside-down. This the real reason why he had turned out a southpaw. He also created origin myths for each of their superiors. Sister Jessica, tall and thin with bone-endings stretching her skin at the joints, was part-ostrich from the distant lands of Zanzibar. Sister Magdalene, rotund as Jessica was slim, was part of a government experiment gone-wrong. It seemed, so Josef said, she had been fed only mutated vegetables as a child, which explained her potato-like shape. Both had been dumped at convents as teenagers with the hopes that the church could save their souls.


Predictably, the other boys re-told these accounts and, eventually, the stories got back to the sisters. The response was to take out their various frustrations on Josef’s thighs--a spot he would be unlikely to reveal to his mother. He would go on to become an altar boy, but they had beat the Catholic right out of him. My brother and I barely set foot in a church when we were his age.

This whole era ended with another lurch. However, in this case, family lore is silent. Stories are one thing, but secrets have an entirely different feeling to them. Like a collective nightmare, they are cousin to the lie, held down by social bonds rather than personal suppression.

My familial history is blurred by these distinctions: stories, lies and secrets. Where the line is drawn is often up to the teller, and damned if I know which is which when my Grandpa and father really get going. People seemingly lie to themselves so many times each day, that it’s a wonder we even try to separate one from the other.

In any case, in 1957 the whole family vanished from Trenton without a word to nun nor neighbor. It was so sudden that the orders at Andy’s apparently piled up for hours in the Robert apartment before he realized that no one was being fed.

After the move, the 12-year old Josef was enrolled in a decidedly more lax school environment in South River, NJ. Compared to the students with whom he now found himself, he was a full-on city slicker. And they were to play the role of country rubes. He used this to his full advantage. His stories became his currency. Always the center of attention, he relished the new role to no end. Since the other kids had no frame of reference for these metropolitan tales, he could freely add fabrications as he pleased. A juicy yarn made juicier. Embellishment he would probably


have called it, although he knew exactly what he was doing. A knife fight here, a heaving bosom there, could stir his audience into a frenzy. According to him, the prettiest girls in school practically fought to walk home with him each afternoon--going so far as to carry his books so that his demonstrative hands could be free. Come to think of it, all of his stories involve women of ‘rare beauty.’

These years seem rather settled for most of the family. All save one. Walter was unhappy from the moment they arrived in the small back-water town. Stir-crazy. He began to disappear again. The family learned to be without him for longer and longer stretches. They were practically surprised when he returned, always tramping in as if nothing had happened.

Theories abound for why these changes occurred. It would be easy to go along with my Grandpa’s own explanation that the town itself drove him batty. But the official story is never very fun, is it? Other ideas range from the quite likely--gambling debts or unwanted pregnancies, to the slightly more fanciful--secret Brooklyn boyfriends or a second career as a black-faced jazz saxophonist. I myself have no opinion on the matter. These are all probably wrong and the truth would be even more farcical than the rest.

Between bouts of fatherly presence, Josef slowly became the proverbial man of the house. By his 18th birthday, he had dropped out of high school and was working on a clean-up crew for the State. This was before slave labor from the prisons was as common as it is today I suppose. His job amounted to picking up trash in parks and on the side of the freeways and turnpikes. He also had the chance to ‘clear out’ homeless encampments. My father would one day say this was the worst job he ever did--taking whatever these resourceful men and women had managed to scrounge up to make their lives bearable, and then to toss it in a dumpster. He would get his mother to make sandwiches and lemonade for the down-on-their-luck folks. At


least they had refreshments while their lives were reduced to nothing once again. It also must have occurred to him that the only only thing separating his father from this same fate was himself, his brother and, most importantly, the stalwart presence of Josephine.

In reality, most of us are closer to poverty than we care to admit. I read one time that half of the American population is two paychecks away from losing their place to live. A thin line. My father too saw how empty the promises of the wage labor system could be. On one hand, he admired his own father for being able to skirt that line and for refusing to buy into it all, but he still didn’t want to go quite that far. On the other, he resented his dad for placing him in a situation where he had to work full-time to keep the family running. In some sense he was even more trapped than Walter because he felt a deep allegiance for Josephine and could never abandon her the way the elder Robert had. He simply had to fix things. It might take ten or twenty years, but he would get them out of this situation by hook or by crook. At any cost. He wasn’t sure what exactly his options as a semi-employed high school dropout were, but none of them were to leave his mother languishing in rural New Jersey.

And then his draft number came up.

My father has been largely silent about this era--reducing his time in the American military to a series of pleasant anecdotes about late-night poker, endless pizza, and the opportunity to meet guys from parts of the country he had never heard of. On a few occasions he has casually mentioned the boys from his town who were killed or maimed, but only in passing. His memory of Vietnam seems to be in a similar place as the American consciousness right now: trying to forget the devastation and depression of a war lost.

No matter his silence on the subject, what elucidates his true feelings are how he dealt with my


brother and I one generation later. Whether we would be classified as American citizens was very much up in the air when we were born. My mother was ambivalent, preferring to keep our options open. But my father was firm and stolid: any chance of us being American was to be renounced officially to both governments. This was not out of a lack of ‘patriotism’ (whatever that means), but simply because he did not want to see his children be sent off to a distant land to die in a field.

His military service did afford him opportunities he otherwise would not have had. Firsts for the Rubczynskis on either side of the ocean: his high school equivalency and a college education, and a free one at that. He may have chosen the University of Kentucky more for its basketball team than its academics, but it “growed him up” as he would say in his faux-Southern accent in the years to come.

The military also afforded him the opportunity to, very indirectly, meet my mother.

Actually, what really brought them together was a murder.

The case is famous in Canada, but elsewhere it hasn’t garnered much attention. If you go into a bar of old-timers in Toronto or Montreal, just mere mention of the accused can spawn a whole night of conversation.

The details were this: on August 17th, 1958 Frankie Walcott, a 13-year old boy from near Chambers, Ontario was charged with the brutal rape and murder of 11-year old Lilia Jefferson. The day before, Frankie and Lilia had been seen walking along a dusty road together early in the evening of a humid day. They were almost the same size, Lilia having had a recent growth spurt, and knew each other from the local elementary school. It was a small enough town that


kids from all grades played with one another for want of children their age.

The last person to see them together was 71-year old Ethel Langridge, who recognized them both from the town’s church picnics that she attended each month. She drove by the pair and saw them cross over a small bridge on the outskirts of town and disappear into the reeds around the bend. To the best of her recollection, this was right around 6:45pm.

Lilia was reported missing that night and her bloody and battered body was recovered soon after. News of the event, the first recorded murder in the county’s history, spread fast. Ethel called the police as soon as she heard, and Frankie was picked up for questioning less than twenty-four hours after the murder. Swift justice indeed. It seems that one eye-witness was all they needed.

Accounts vary (that elusive truth-thing again), but Frankie was apprehended in the parking lot of his school where he had just completed baseball practice. His parents were not informed of his arrest, and local police spent the next twelve hours beating the living hell out of him for a confession. By morning, they had what they wanted.

His mother fainted when she saw the condition of her boy the following afternoon, but these cops were out for blood. Photos taken by the family show bruises and cuts covering the boy’s assaulted frame. The police unbelievably said that he had arrived for questioning looking like that.
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