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introduction

When we were asked to write a second volume of True Stories of Law & Order, based on the SVU series, we naturally (and enthusiastically) said yes. While the format is the same as the original—twenty-five episodes, twenty-five true crimes, twenty-five chapters—the research and writing processes were not quite as clear-cut. As we began looking into which cases inspired which episodes, we quickly learned that the writers of Law & Order: SVU use the “ripped from the headlines” slogan more loosely than the L&O writers do. That is, the SVU writers will often take one detail of a crime and run with it, unlike their counterparts, whose plots more closely match the true crime.
For instance, chapter eight covers the murder of Kendra Webdale by a schizophrenic man named Andrew Goldstein, who pushed her in front of the New York City subway train in January 1999. Goldstein was not on his medication and claimed to have been in a psychotic state during the incident. The L&O: SVU episode “Uncle” revolves around the murder of a mother and daughter in their home; it ends with a mentally ill homeless man pushing the killer in front of a subway. “Uncle” isn’t exclusively about the subway murder, but there is a clear parallel. And because the case was important enough to prompt legislators to pass Kendra’s Law, which allows a family to force treatment upon a mentally ill relative, we decided to write about it. (The “Uncle” episode ran on October 10, 2006, the day Andrew Goldstein pleaded guilty in court, almost eight years after his crime.)
We also covered a few crimes that have been highly publicized—cases that, we assume, you’re familiar with. In such instances, we’ve focused on certain aspects of the case that you might not know about. In our chapter about the Boston Strangler murders of the 1960s, we cover the crimes, of course, but dedicate much of the chapter to the well-argued theory that the man who is traditionally blamed for the killings, Albert DeSalvo, was most likely not the only killer. And in our section about Elizabeth Smart, we do cover her abduction by Brian David Mitchell and Wanda Barzee, but we spend equal time on the fascinating legal argument about whether Mitchell was mentally competent to stand trial.
This brings us to another point. By the time of publication, not every case here has been resolved. We will, however, post occasional updates on our website www.TrueStoriesLawOrder.com. This site is our own and is not in any way affiliated with our publisher, Berkley/Penguin.
As in our last book, the crimes here defy imagination. Kidnappings, vicious sexual assaults, serial murder, human traffickers—the levels of depravity human beings are capable of never cease to amaze us. No wonder the writers consult true crimes for inspiration. Where else but from an actual criminal could these bizarre ideas come from? If this book can be said to have a theme, it’s the same as the last: Truth is, without a doubt, more chilling than fiction.


one
L&O SVU: (“Control,” Season 5) A man who kidnaps and keeps women as sex slaves is castrated in a subway. Later, he’s found murdered in a hotel room.
TRUE STORY: “Dungeon Master” John Jamelske built an underground, soundproof room in his backyard, and held several young women as sex slaves for months and years at a time.

Officer Damon had hosted some odd ducks in his patrol car, but there was something special about this guy. Bald on top with neatly trimmed white hair on the sides, the man in the rearview mirror appeared to be in his mid to late sixties. He had a narrow, weathered face with pronounced cheekbones and a trimmed white beard, and he looked like he was in pretty good shape. The old guy didn’t seem all that nervous, considering he had just been arrested. He wasn’t a crackhead talking nonsense, nor did he seem mentally imbalanced; he wasn’t seeing monsters under the seat or conversing with people who weren’t there. In fact, his words were coming out calmly, rationally, pensively. He had been talking for a few minutes about the sixteen-year-old girl who moments ago had run across a parking lot to Damon begging for help. “We have a lot in common,” the old man said, referring to his so-called girlfriend. “The only thing she liked that I don’t is blue cheese.”1
As they got closer to the police department, the man began matter-of-factly describing the activities he and the girl enjoyed together—walking the dog, dancing, singing karaoke. He was proud of the fact that guys in the bar would salute him with congratulatory high fives for hanging out with the young girl—a real coup in that crowd. Officer Damon kept driving, and listening, wondering if the man in the back seat was a sociopath. He had heard both sides of the story that had led to this scene, and the girl’s version of events was quite different from the man’s. But it would be up to the detectives, the DA, the judge, and possibly a jury to make it official. Now, he just had to get the old man to the precinct and book him.
 
John Jamelske was born in a suburb of Syracuse, New York, and he never left it—a “local” through and through. In high school, he was the kid no one wanted to stand very close to. Considered strange and a little skanky, he stood out from the crowd with his awful case of acne. One day someone called him “Germ” Jamelske. The nickname stuck. Former classmates don’t recall Jamelske being picked on by bullies, but they don’t remember him having any friends, either. One classmate put it well: “He went through school sideways.”2
Jamelske’s version of his high school years was different. According to him, he was one of the most popular guys in school and, he liked to tell his sons, he even dated a gal who won the Miss New York Pageant. It almost seems that Jamelske was delusional, but unfortunately he was anything but. “Germ” Jamelske knew exactly the way things were. But rather than deal with the pain of being a loser, he forced others to deal with it.
Jamelske began crafting his new past by telling small lies, like the tales of past glory he told to his children. The more he saw that people believed his fantastic stories, though, the bigger the lies got, and, in later life, he would actually begin making these vagaries come true.
His own achievements were modest to be sure. But, surprisingly, other aspects of his life made Jamelske seem moderately successful. His wife Dorothy, whom he married in 1959, was an elementary school teacher, and two of his three sons built impressive careers in the field of education—one, Paul, became a high school principal; the other, Eric, earned his doctorate in economics and taught at the University of Wisconsin. The third son, Brian, stayed in the Syracuse area, working odd jobs and helping his father out at home. Brian would later be his father’s closest son.* He was the only one of the three to agree to be interviewed about his father’s life, and the only one to visit the old man in prison.3
Regardless of his inability to forge a career for himself, Jamelske was financially well-off. His father, a watch and clock repairer, had amassed a small fortune in the form of antique clocks. (Jamelske himself had earned a degree in watchmaking, but he could never handle a real job.) As an only child, Jamelske inherited the clocks and the house, which he lived in with his wife and family. This solid financial base, along with his legendary cheapness† provided Jamelske with exactly what he needed to fulfill his wildest fantasies: property, money, and free time.
 
The fourteen-year-old girl didn’t recognize the man and couldn’t figure out what was happening. All she knew was that she had been walking down the street when someone pulled her into a car and sped off, and that she was now in a stuffy, cement-walled room with him. She didn’t dare kick or punch him to get free: he had told her that if she struggled, he would kill her little brother. How he even knew about her brother she had no idea. But she thought the best thing was to wait it out and help would come. Or maybe he wanted money. Someone would pay him and then he would let her go.
Jamelske wasn’t looking for money. He wanted something far more precious: control. Total control over a woman. Of Jamelske’s five victims, the details of his first victim’s ordeal are the vaguest. What is known is that she was abducted at the age of fourteen in October 1988 and set free at the age of seventeen, and that Jamelske controlled her actions largely with threats to her brother. The girl, now a woman, suffered severe anxiety for years after. For reasons of her and her family’s own, the victim didn’t report the abduction to the police.
Jamelske abducted his second victim, another fourteen-year-old, in March 1995. The girl, who had run away from home, was approached by Jamelske on the street. He said that he had a package he needed delivered anonymously. He would pay her handsomely if she would deliver it for him. The girl got in his car, happy to be making some easy money. As they drove into Jamelske’s suburban neighborhood, he asked her to duck down so no one would see her; the package delivery had to be kept totally secret. The teenager did as she was asked.
When he pulled up to his house, Jamelske explained that the package was in his basement and that she’d have to come inside to get it. It was the last anyone would see of the girl for over two years. Then one day, out of nowhere, Jamelske blindfolded her, drove her to a random street in Syracuse and dropped her off.
On August 31, 1997, a fifty-three-year-old woman was walking down the street when Jamelske grabbed her and forced her into his car. He drove her to an abandoned area, tied her down, and raped her. He then drove the woman to his home and brought her to his dungeon, where he held the woman for nearly ten months. When he finally released her, at a bus station in the middle of the night, he handed her fifty dollars and drove off.*
Three years later, a twenty-year-old mother of two was on her way to a friend’s house in Syracuse. Her route took her through a rough neighborhood, where she noticed some young guys following her. When John Jamelske pulled up to the curb and asked if she needed a lift, she jumped in. She couldn’t believe her luck.
[image: image]
John Jamelske, who spent fifteen years kidnapping women and holding them as sex slaves in his homemade dungeon, will live out the rest of his years in a five-by-ten dungeon run by the New York State Department of Correctional Services.
The woman spent two months in Jamelske’s captivity. Her family reported her missing, but detectives again were unable to find any leads. The only thing that kept the woman going was the old man’s promises that he would eventually let her go. He even gave her a Bible to read when he wasn’t present. One night, he tied a blindfold around her eyes and led her out of the dungeon. They drove for fifteen minutes and he stopped the car. He reached across her, opened her door, and said she was free to leave. When she removed the blindfold and got her bearings straight, she realized she was standing in front of her mother’s house.
In October 2002, Jamelske abducted his final victim. Sixteen years old and another runaway, she accepted a ride in his car and was held captive for six months. During this time, Jamelske actually took her out in public, no doubt to flaunt his prize and receive precious high fives from his friends. His reign of glory, though, was about to come to an end.
On April 3, 2003, Jamelske took his prisoner out to the F-M Returnables, a bottle recycling depot in the town of Manlius, about ten miles east of Syracuse. When he turned his back on the girl to count his nickels, she scooted off to an office phone and called her older sister’s cell phone. She didn’t have much time and talked fast. She was unable to communicate exactly where she was and then abruptly hung up. The sister called back. The woman who worked in the office, Terry Carncross, answered the phone.*
The victim’s sister quickly explained everything she knew and, fortunately, Carncross believed her. Jamelske happened to mention that his next stop was Pets R People Too down the street. Carncross dialed the pet store owner, Keith Alexander, who she happened to be friends with, and explained the situation. Jamelske was in the store during the conversation. Alexander played it safe and didn’t confront Jamelske on the spot. He called the police.7
Meanwhile, the older sister had by now driven from Syracuse to Manlius and was talking to Carncross and a police officer at F-M Returnables. Her cell phone rang; it was her sister, who had again managed to find a phone. She still didn’t know where she was, but described everything around her, including a Dodge sign and a yellow car. Terri’s husband Jamie was at F-M, too. He had come to pick up his wife. When he overheard the words “Dodge” and “yellow,” he immediately remembered that he and Terry had recently seen a bright yellow Dodge Neon and joked that they should buy it. “Hey, they’re at Fayettville Dodge!” he exclaimed.8
 
After Jamelske’s arrest, police obtained a warrant to search his property. The bulldozers were brought in and neighbors watched in horror as Jamelske’s dungeon was unearthed. This was no hastily renovated basement. It was two separate rooms, each measuring twelve by twelve, located three feet underground in his backyard and connected to his basement by a twelve-foot tunnel.
Inside, the cops found a cold-water hose and a bathtub, which functioned as the victims’ “shower,” a five-gallon bucket the women were forced to use for a toilet, a dirty mattress on the floor, a microwave, and some scattered belongings. In the house, they found photos of women chained against walls, as well as diaries Jamelske forced his prisoners to keep, which included records of exactly when they bathed and brushed their teeth.
Twenty years earlier, when neighbors had asked why he and his son were building an underground bunker, Jamelske said that it was a bomb shelter; that someday he’d have to go down there when America went to war with the Chinese or the Arabs.
But if Jamelske thought he could get out of doing hard time by playing the loon, he was sorely mistaken. This was a man who planned well; he spent fifteen years yanking women off the street and playing very clever psychological games to keep them from attempting to escape or even fighting him when he crawled into the dungeon to rape them, which he did on a daily basis.
He told his victims that contacting the police would be fruitless because the cops were in on it, too. He had partnered with them in a secret slavery trade, he said. Using a particularly devious tactic, Jamelske often referred to his “boss” during conversations with the women. The boss wanted him to chain them to the wall, the boss demanded he have sex with them every day, the boss insisted they mark on the calendar the date and time they had sex. This resulted in victims who not only believed they were ensnared by a cabal involving who knew how many people, but it may have also misdirected their hatred for their captor. Jamelske was just a cog in the wheel, perhaps a victim himself. This furthered the rapist’s fantasy that these women were his “girlfriends.” It was also an insurance policy for his secret when he’d decide to take one out for a walk with his dogs or to the bar for karaoke night.
Creating this relationship allowed Jamelske to have a better time with the women. On some nights, when he wasn’t watching his favorite TV program, The Man Show, he would creep through the tunnel for a “date.” He videotaped at least one of them, in which his victim teaches the old man how to dance, rap, and talk “street.” Please John, she might have thought, and I might please the boss. Then maybe I’ll get out of here. But when Jamelske retires to the other room for a moment, the victim turns her attention to the camera and pleads directly to the “boss” to let her go soon. Little does she know that the only person who would be viewing her appeal was her captor.
The only thing that might have made Jamelske physically vulnerable to attack was the entrance into the dungeon, which was necessarily headfirst. But he came up with a system to prevent that. When he entered the tunnel through his basement, he would turn around and lock the door behind him, using a combination lock. If his victim cracked his skull open with the microwave or something as he slithered into the dungeon from the tunnel, the lock’s combination would die with him—and the woman would die alone in the underground, soundproof cement box.9
So where was Jamelske’s wife, Dorothy, during all this? Upstairs in her bed dying. Dorothy had become very sick in the late eighties, and was later diagnosed with colon cancer. From the beginning of her illness, her interest in sex waned. By the time she was diagnosed with cancer, she was bedridden. Although Jamelske protests to this day that he adored his wife to the day she died in 1999, he says that he had to have sex with someone. If his wife couldn’t do it, he would find someone who could. That’s why he built the dungeon in the first place, he said.
 
John Jamelske pleaded guilty to five counts of kidnapping and got eighteen years to life. Although he admits he did “something wrong,” he qualifies his guilt with statements about how the women lied about some of the details. He insists that he never hurt anyone. When pressed to account for the high number of rapes he was accused of, he backpedals, admitting that what he did wasn’t legal, but saying that he didn’t inflict pain on anyone. He even claims to this day that he was unaware that abducting women and chaining them to his dungeon wall was a felony. “I did something wrong, but I figured it’s like unlawful imprisonment, maybe thirty hours of community service or something of that nature,” Jamelske said.10 In a prison interview with MSNBC, he said, “I would not mind living [in the dungeon]. It’s absolutely beautiful down there.”
But when push came to shove, when Jamelske stood before a judge instead of a reporter, when there were no more questions to be asked, just prison sentences to be announced, Jamelske displayed his softer side. After the judge read the sentence and berated the rapist in front of the courtroom and television cameras, Jamelske tried to respond. He began to say that he knew he did something wrong, but then broke into tears and couldn’t speak. The tears, though, weren’t for his victims. John Jamelske’s soft side exists for one person: John Jamleske. “I wanted to puke when he started to cry in court,” said a relative of the first victim.11
John Jamelske quickly began showing his age in prison. His face became more gaunt and he started moving much slower. He formed a walking club with some of the older inmates, and they go for strolls together to keep the blood circulating. But Jamelske’s days of hip-hop dancing with girls and singing karaoke at Freddie’s Bar in Syracuse are over. He’ll most likely die in prison—for once, doing something to please his victims and their families.


two
L&O SVU: (“Baby Killer,” Season 2) A young boy uses a stolen gun to shoot and kill a female classmate during recess.
TRUE STORY: Six-year-old Kayla Rolland was killed by classmate Dedric Owens in Michigan. The gun used in the crime had been stolen by a family friend.

Kayla Rolland was a happy little girl who liked to tell knock-knock jokes and hold tea parties for her dolls in her yard in Mount Morris, Michigan. Kayla had short brown hair and smiled a lot. But lately, she’d been upset about a problem she was having with a classmate. Like Kayla, Dedric Owens was six years old and in the first grade. He was a troublemaker who often spit and cursed at the other first-graders. Recently, Kayla had become his target. He pushed her and taunted her. Kayla didn’t like Dedric—hardly any of the kids did—but she wasn’t afraid of him. When he bothered her, she would yell at him to stop. Unfortunately, he wasn’t getting the message. On February 28, 2000, Kayla told her mother Dedric was harassing her at school. Thinking it was normal kids’ play, her mother advised Kayla to report the boy to the teacher. Kayla thought about it all day. That night, before falling asleep, Kayla decided to follow her mother’s advice; she would tell the teacher tomorrow.
Down the street, Dedric Owen was having trouble sleeping again. The sofa bed he shared with his eight-year-old brother was lumpy and uncomfortable. If Dedric managed to fall asleep at all, he was usually jarred awake by one of the many visitors stopping by the house. It was his uncle’s place; Dedric and his brother had been there for two weeks—ever since the Owens family was evicted. His mother and his sister were staying with another relative. His father was in jail. Dedric and his brother had to fend for themselves.
Their uncle didn’t bother the two boys; he spent most of his time dealing with the people who dropped by—skinny adults with bad skin and half closed eyes and hands that shook when they lit their cigarettes. Sometimes they’d crash at the house, other times they’d stop by for a few minutes and leave. Dedric was free to do what he wanted. He watched whatever he felt like watching on TV. He liked violent movies best.
Dedric didn’t get much sleep and was often tired during the day. He didn’t like his uncle’s house; he didn’t like school much either. He was only six years old, and had already earned a reputation as a bully at Theo Buell Elementary School. He cursed all the time, pushed other kids, and stabbed a girl in the arm with a pencil. He frequently had to stay after school for detention. His father asked him once why he was always fighting with other kids. “I hate them,” Dedric had replied.
His father had tried to get Dedric to stop fighting, but in January he was sent back to jail and Dedric hadn’t seen him since. He didn’t see much of his mother either; she worked a lot and Dedric wasn’t even sure where she was living. Drugs had torn his family apart. He missed his parents and his sister. He missed his old house too. He was angry about the way things were.
Dedric took that anger out on a girl in his first grade class named Kayla Rolland. He started picking on and teasing her whenever he saw her. One day, he tried to kiss her. Kayla rebuffed him. Enraged, Dedric spat on her desk. In retaliation, she hit him in the arm. He went home that night and hatched a plot to get even with Kayla. He had seen his uncle’s roommate Jamelle James loading and unloading a gun and twirling it in his hands. Jamelle kept the gun in a shoebox under his bed. Dedric planned to use the gun to scare Kayla.
On February 29, 2000, Dedric got dressed for school and tucked a .32-caliber semiautomatic handgun into his pants pocket. For good measure, he took along three bullets and a knife. Dedric went to school and acted as if everything was normal. Shortly before ten a.m., teacher Alicia Judd escorted the class to the computer lab on the second floor. Kayla was a few steps ahead of Dedric in the stairwell. Dedric pulled the gun out of his pocket and waved it around, halfheartedly pointing it at some other kids. He called out to Kayla: “I don’t like you!” Kayla turned around and shrugged. “So what!” she replied. As she turned back around, Dedric aimed the gun at her and pulled the trigger. The bullet hit Kayla in the arm and traveled through her stomach. Kayla collapsed in a pool of blood in the stairwell. Dedric took off running. He tossed the gun into a garbage can and ducked into the boys’ bathroom.
Ms. Judd scrambled for her cell phone and called 911. She begged the dispatcher to send help immediately. Kayla was convulsing and gasping for air. Judd stayed with Kayla, waiting for paramedics to arrive. There was little the emergency workers could do to save the little girl. Kayla Rolland died at 10:20 a.m.
Dedric Owens was found hiding in the boys’ lavatory. He was taken into police custody. At the police station, Dedric denied shooting Kayla; he blamed it on another child. When pressed, he admitted that he had brought the gun to school to scare Kayla. He said that he was playing with the gun and shot Kayla by accident. “When we got past the fact that he knew he did it, he said he was trying to scare people in his class. He thought this was like television, meaning people don’t really die. He was expressing to police he didn’t understand it was real,” said Police Chief Eric King.
A dozen children had witnessed the shooting. The story they told police contradicted Dedric’s. Classmate Haili Durbin said that another boy had egged Dedric into loading the gun with the bullet he had in his pocket. Dedric had aimed the gun at her first, before settling on Kayla. “He was pointing it at me and then at Kayla and it went into her,” Haili said. She told police that Dedric often “hit people and cursed and stuck up his middle finger,” and that “he didn’t like Kayla because she was mean and yelled at him.”1
 
When he killed Kayla, Dedric became the youngest school shooter in American history, and Kayla, the youngest victim. Ironically, Theo Buell Elementary had been chosen as a pilot school for the Primary Mental Health Project, an intervention program designed to detect and treat troubled and potentially violent children. Dedric had been identified as a problem student; he was scheduled to see a school psychologist. A week before the appointment, he shot Kayla Rolland. The system had failed both children.
Because of Dedric’s age, there was little chance he would be prosecuted for killing Kayla. Six-year-olds are not criminally liable for crimes they commit. In 1893, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that children “under the age of 7 years could not be guilty of felony, or punished for any capital offense, for within that age the infant was conclusively presumed to be incapable of committing the crime.”
“A six-year-old can’t form criminal intent,” Steve Drizin, a lawyer at Northwestern University’s Children and Family Justice Center in Chicago told reporters. “A six-year-old still believes in the tooth fairy, the Easter bunny, and Santa Claus. They don’t make the connections between their actions and the consequences. They have no sense of permanence or death.”2
As authorities tried to figure out what to do with Dedric, the boy sat at a table in the precinct drawing pictures with a box of crayons an officer had given him. He was calm and did not seem to understand the severity of his actions. “His actions were naughty, in his mindset. He realized a bad thing happened, but at six years old it’s hard to form mentally the intent to kill,” Genesee County prosecutor Arthur Busch said. However, he added, “That’s not to say we’re going to do nothing.”3
The police had a tough time locating Dedric’s mother. The address the school had for her and Dedric was outdated. She had not informed the school that her children had moved in with their uncle. Police discovered that the boys had been staying in a run-down crack house frequented by addicts looking to trade guns and other items for crack cocaine. The property was littered with empty beer bottles and trash; a dilapidated car was parked in the front yard, a dirty mattress rested against the side of the house. A police raid turned up a shotgun and a stash of narcotics. Dedric “was basically living in hell,” Sheriff Robert Picerell said.4 The neighbors had repeatedly called the police and social services about the boys next door. No one came out to investigate until it was too late for Kayla Rolland. “It took a killing to get these people out here,” one neighbor said.5
Busch, a no-nonsense prosecutor with a reputation for being tough on defendants, was moved by Dedric’s case. The boy had been dealt a lousy hand in life. At six years old, he was living in squalor and left to fend for himself. Dedric was “a victim of a drug culture and house that’s really in chaos,” Busch said. “He is as much of a victim, in my opinion, as the little girl. We need to put our arms around him and love him.”6 Charles Patrick Ewing, author of Kids Who Kill, agreed. “This kid has been victimized by a family that basically neglected him and put him in a position of danger. If the legal system takes any action, it should be to protect him, not punish him,” he said.7
The community struggled to understand how such a terrible tragedy could happen. Newspapers ran stories asking “Who Killed Kayla?” Dedric killed Kayla, of course, but he wasn’t legally responsible. Without a villain to prosecute, the community and the Rolland family were denied closure. The question on everyone’s lips was where did Dedric get the gun? The shooting inspired President Bill Clinton to renew his call for mandatory safety locks on guns. He pointed out that the rate of gun deaths among U.S. children is nine times higher than the world’s twenty-five other largest nations combined. “The child was six years old. How’d that child get that gun? Why could the child fire the gun?” Clinton asked. “If we have the technology today to put in these child safety locks, why don’t we do it?”8
The murder weapon was traced back to nineteen-year-old Jamelle James. He was taken into custody along with Dedric’s uncle Sir Marcus Winfrey, twenty-two. As it turned out, James and Winfrey had outstanding warrants on other charges. They were indicted on federal charges for possession of the gun Dedric used to kill Kayla. Winfrey pleaded guilty and was sentenced to a year in prison. James was also charged with involuntary manslaughter; the prosecutor said James’s failure to secure the gun made him culpable for Kayla’s murder. James pleaded no contest to the charges and served three years in prison; he was paroled in 2003.
Dedric never returned to his uncle’s house. In October 2001, Tamarla Owens agreed to waive her parental rights to her three children. At a custody hearing, prosecutors had introduced evidence that she had beaten one of the children and regularly smoked marijuana in front of all of them. Dedric and his brother were placed in foster care. Tamarla Owens later regained custody of the boys’ younger sister. “The day [Dedric] was born, he went from hospital to crack house. He never had a chance,” a police investigator said.9

THE REAL SVU
As in the TV show, detectives of the NYPD’s Special Victims Squads investigate sexual assault and abuse crimes involving children, and handle all rape cases. Unlike the TV program, these detectives are never the lead investigators on murder cases, which are always handled by homicide detectives. However, if the murder involved sexual assault, Special Victims Squad detectives will often work the case with the lead investigators.
A Special Victims Squad is located in four of New York City’s five boroughs: Manhattan, the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens; Staten Island does not have such a squad, but the NYPD plans to form one there soon. Though part of the NYPD, each squad retains its own headquarters.
The district attorney’s office also has bureaus dedicated solely to prosecuting sex crimes. According to the Manhattan DA’s office, its Sex Crimes Unit convicts about one hundred defendants every year and has an overall conviction rate of 90 percent.
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L&O SVU: (“Redemption,” Season 3) Released from prison after eighteen years, the “Soho Strangler” is suspected in a string of new sex crimes.
TRUE STORY: Dubbed the “Boston Strangler,” Albert DeSalvo was a suspect in the deaths of thirteen women. DeSalvo died in jail before he could be tried, and numerous questions remain to this day about the Boston Strangler’s true identity.

Anna Slesers turned on the phonograph and put one of her favorite records on the turntable—Tristan und Isolde, Richard Wagner’s opera of the great tragic romance. Her son was coming over later to bring her to church, and she wanted to take a bath before he arrived. The church was holding a memorial in honor of the Latvians who died in World War II. Slesers, now fifty-five years old, had lived in Latvia during those violent years when hundreds of thousands of her countrymen were murdered, first by the Communists, then the Nazis. She had managed to survive the war that destroyed her country, and she emigrated to America shortly after. Her apartment was nothing fancy. She lived in a low-income neighborhood of Boston, but Slesers, a seamstress, didn’t complain. She had steady work and enough money to get by, and most importantly, she was safe. What more could a person ask for? She put her robe on and tied the belt tightly around her slim waist.
As she was preparing for her bath, she heard someone knock. It was too early to be her son. Hesitantly, she opened the door…
 
For eighteen months, from June 1962 until January 1964, the so-called Boston Strangler was a black cloud over the City on a Hill. Thirteen women were murdered in their homes, and the police were powerless to do anything about it. Serial killings weren’t totally unknown to Americans at the time, but they weren’t as common as the phenomenon is today. (The phrase “serial killer” wouldn’t even be invented until the next decade.) And the glorification of serial murderers—the lovable movie serial killer, the “ironic” Ted Bundy T-shirt, rock songs written about legendary psychos—was nonexistent. The Boston Strangler changed all that.
Until this point Jack the Ripper, who preyed on prostitutes in England nearly a century earlier, was the most notorious serial killer in the American sensibility. The Boston Strangler replaced him. Unlike the Ripper, the Strangler didn’t target prostitutes, but like his English counterpart, he did work in a relatively limited area, he always targeted women, and his victims usually lived in lower-income neighborhoods.1 The two men had another thing in common: They were never identified beyond a reasonable doubt. Jack the Ripper’s murders were never solved, and some of the Boston Strangler murder cases remain open to this day.
 
Anna Slesers wouldn’t live to hear the end of her favorite opera. When her son arrived in the early evening, his mother didn’t answer the door. Odd, he thought. Maybe she just stepped out to the store for something. He left for a few minutes and came back. When his knocking again went unanswered, he began to panic. He broke the door open and saw Anna lying on the floor, her legs spread and her head in a pool of blood. Her robe was opened wide, exposing her body; the belt was tied tightly around her neck.
There was no sign of forced entry, so police concluded that Slesers had let her killer in. Her son insisted that she was shy and cautious and would never let a stranger into her home. But a work crew had been working on the apartment facade—scaffolding covered the front of the building—so perhaps a laborer, or a man posing as a laborer, had told Slesers he needed access to her apartment.
Exactly two weeks later, on June 28, an eighty-five-year-old woman named Mary Mullen answered a knock at her door. The man most likely told her that he was doing work on the building and needed access to her apartment. She let him in. When the stranger came up from behind and put his arm around her neck, Mary Mullen instantly had a heart attack and died on the spot.*
On June 30, the Boston Strangler killed two women: Helen Blake and Nina Nichols, sixty-five and sixty-eight years old, respectively. Blake was found strangled, with one of her stockings tied into a bow around her neck, and raped with an unknown object in her apartment north of Boston. Nichols was found lying on her back with her legs spread, facing the doorway, probably to heighten the shock for anyone who entered the apartment. The killer had tied a stocking around her throat, too. Forensic experts concluded that he had used a wine bottle to rape her.
A pattern was emerging. In addition to similar means of death and the sexual nature of the crimes, all five victims were older women living in apartments. Investigators believed someone was going on a rampage targeting mother figures, but they weren’t sure. The women of Boston, young and old, weren’t going to wait and find out. They began buying up all the dead bolts in town, and the locksmith business boomed. Animal shelters were sending out adoptive dogs faster than they were coming in. And if a woman was a few minutes late to work, the police might very well get a call from a frantic coworker.
The panic was well-founded. Two more women were soon murdered. Ida Irga, seventy-five, was killed on August 19. Again, the killer clearly wanted to shock the first people through the apartment door. He had torn her dress open, spread her legs, and placed each one on a chair. Around her neck, he had tied a pillow case. Eleven days later, police found sixty-seven-year-old Jane Sullivan strangled with a stocking. The killer had placed her body in the bathtub, kneeling and face down, and then filled the tub partway with water. Local police, FBI profilers, and the Boston attorney general’s office were scrambling to find the killer, but were totally stymied. Tragically, all they could do at this point was wait for the next murder.
[image: image]
The Boston Strangler? Maybe not. Albert DeSalvo claimed to have been responsible for thirteen murders, but compelling new evidence suggests that at least some of his confessions were bogus.
Three and a half months passed without a sign of the Boston Strangler. Then on December 5, twenty-year-old Sophie Clark was killed, the seventh victim. Someone had gained entry to her home, then raped and killed her. Clark’s body was positioned similarly to other victims, and she had three stockings tied around her neck—which fit with the Strangler’s general pattern. More important to many investigators, however, was Clark’s young age and her race. She was black. Such killers rarely cross racial boundaries and, most often, when a pattern is set—in this case, the general age and race of the six previous victims—they don’t often deviate from it. Nonetheless, police erred on the side of caution, focusing on the means of the murder, and the positioning of the body. Clark was officially considered the seventh victim of the Boston Strangler.
The new year would bring no peace to Boston. On December 31, Patricia Bissette was strangled with a stocking. The twenty-three-year-old white woman was found dead in her bed with the sheets pulled up to her chin. Investigators were more baffled than before. About two months later, in the beginning of March 1963, Mary Brown, a sixty-nine-year-old woman, was found in her apartment with her dress torn open. She had been beaten to death with a blunt object and placed on her bed, where the killer covered her with a sheet. He then stabbed her in the breast with a fork. Again, this was officially considered the work of the Boston Strangler—nine brutal murders in less than one year.
A month later, the body of Beverly Samans, a woman in her early twenties, was discovered in her home. Her clothes had been removed and the killer had placed a blouse across her shoulders. Like earlier murder victims, Samans was positioned with her legs spread apart, and a stocking was tied in a bow around her neck, but her hands had been tied behind her back and a piece of cloth pushed into her mouth. She had been stabbed more than twenty times.
The eleventh murder of those credited to the Boston Strangler occurred on September 8. The victim was Evelyn Corbin, fifty-eight years old, found with her hands tied in front of her and strangled with a stocking, which was tied around her neck; another one was tied around her ankle. Corbin had been positioned with her legs spread.
On November 24, 1963, two days after the assassination of John F. Kennedy, twenty-three-year-old Joann Graff was strangled. She was found lying on her bed with two stockings and a leotard tied around her neck.
Four days into 1964, the thirteenth victim of the Boston Strangler lost her life. Mary Sullivan was nineteen years old when she was murdered. Investigators found her on the bed
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