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The kids Ed ran with all became hoodlums or cops. The ones that became cops were the ones that the Church got a hook into, the ones that cooked a little bit from guilt. But they all like the same things. They all like to butt heads and loosen people’s teeth.

—TOM WOLFE, BONFIRE OF THE VANITIES

Older teenage boys in packs are like dogs. Fine alone. But when they travel in packs, they feed on each other. And there’s always a leader, and it’s very difficult for them not to go along.

—EXCLUDED POTENTIAL JUROR IN JOHN PIUS MURDER RETRIAL, 1989

He taught me if you’re dealing with a drunk, keep the whiskey away from him; if you’re dealing with a gambler, keep the money away from him; if you’re dealing with people who have weaknesses, try to keep them away from the weakness; but there’s nothing, nothing in the world you can do to solve the problems of a liar.

—WILLIAM ROSENBERG, TIME TO MAKE THE DONUTS







A NOTE ON SOURCES

This book is a work of nonfiction based on interviews with dozens of subjects and the review of tens of thousands of pages of records, as well as other materials. It includes descriptions of scenes and dialogue that I did not witness firsthand. Those descriptions were credibly drawn from witnesses who were privy to those events, via interviews, court testimony and filings, wiretap logs, and similar sources. Particularly in the final third of the book, the dialogue draws heavily from the testimony and filings of a sprawling federal trial in late 2019, which resulted in conviction by jury, and had one of the central players as its chief witness. In some instances depicted in this book, there were conflicting versions of an event or its dialogue. I sought in every case to portray the most accurate version of events to the best of my ability with the information available to me, which included corroboration through other sources and attempts to reach the people depicted, if they were still alive. More information on the sourcing of specific information is provided in the notes at the end of this book. The names of two individuals, whom I refer to as Doug and Michelle, have been changed because their story includes disputed allegations of domestic violence. The name of another individual, an aide to a public official, was withheld because he was alleged to be the victim of a blackmail scheme involving his sexuality, though he denies that allegation. With the exception of a major character pivotal to the story, I also chose not to name James Burke’s girlfriends in order to protect their personal privacy. 
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PROLOGUE

SMITHTOWN

December 14, 2012

The moment Christopher Loeb suspected he had broken into a cop’s SUV—finding a bolted-down box in the boot that he was pretty sure contained a gun—he probably should have gingerly closed the door of the black GMC Yukon and scurried down the street. But if you’re out at four in the morning, tramping along snow-covered sidewalks in Polo sneakers with your sweatshirt sleeve wrapped around your hand, looking for unlocked vehicles and making off with other people’s parking meter change and GPS devices, discretion may not be your first priority.

“Jigging whips” was Chris’s term of art for this activity. In the estimation of Gabriel Miguelez, the accomplice who waited behind the steering wheel in the heated cab of a battered red Dodge pickup truck, Chris’s methods were utter amateurism. Gabe was older—thirty-six to Chris’s twenty-six, and something of a criminal mentor. He had taught Chris how to shatter a car window quietly, without leaving prints, just by throwing a handful of pebbles at it. But Chris was a purist of sorts. He was determined to stick to door jiggling, the least sophisticated entry in the criminal syllabus.

Gabe watched Chris hustle back from the Yukon, which was parked in the driveway of a two-level home, adorned with white vinyl siding and pinkish brick, on the corner of Fifty Acre Road and Sammis Street in suburban Suffolk County. Chris’s black sweatpants drooped from his emaciated ass. When Chris was clean, he had an athletic build, along with a frenetic sense of humor that paired with his hazel eyes and a sideways smile. But now he looked like he was in the grips of a famine: scabbed skin, sunken cheeks, a dull gaze, and a gaunt frame. He weighed in at much less than the 150 pounds listed on his arrest records for addiction-fueled petty crimes, like tonight’s.

Gabe had a hulking build and green eyes that often seemed to flash with hurt feelings, typically spelling bad news for the person who had offended him. When he was a kid, his father, a Uruguayan jeweler in Manhattan, followed the upwardly mobile New Yorker’s handbook and moved his family to Lindenhurst, Long Island. There, Gabe learned that classmates would quit calling you spic and beaner after you attacked one of them with a hammer. He had served time upstate for setting fire to a bar to settle a beef with a bouncer.

Gabe and Chris had little in common besides heroin and a related chronic cash shortage. Hopefully whatever Chris had found in the Yukon and the rest of the cars that night would help with that. Chris tossed his haul—a black duffel bag with a Police Athletic League logo—in the back of the pickup, adorned with bumper stickers announcing Gabe’s particular worldview: “Obama-Biden 2012”; “Unions: The Anti-Theft Device for Working People”; and “I [image: image] Class Warfare.”

April 20, 1979

Robert Brensic, a seventeen-year-old paperboy, was enamored.

His crush was a sky-blue motorized minibike. Or at least it had been a motorized minibike before it lost its engine, seat, brakes, and handlebar grips. What was left, stashed by the garbage cans outside of somebody’s newly constructed split-level home, was a curved metal frame, rusted at the ends and joints, sitting on knobby tires low on air.

When he first spotted it on his afternoon route, Rob saw not the neglected remains of some kid’s long-ago birthday present but a miniature chopper with a sissy bar—or tall backrest—like Peter Fonda’s bike in Easy Rider. And its model name was painted on a front metal placard in badass flaming script: “Blue Blazer.”

Rob’s two central passions were smoking weed and restoring small, feral machinery. His black-fingered skills with bike engines had earned him the mostly derisive nickname Motorhead from his peers at Smithtown High School East. He already had a minibike, which he had jury-rigged with a fishing line for a throttle, but now he envisioned restoring the Blue Blazer to new, noisy glory and giving it to his buddy Mike Quartararo so that they could irritate their neighbors together.

At dusk on the Friday of Easter break, Rob made the case to the three other teenage occupants of a bright yellow Mercury Capri that acquiring the minibike was worthy of the time that could otherwise be spent pounding Miller miniatures in the woods. Sitting shotgun, Rob had directed the Capri’s driver, Thomas Ryan, to the under-development cul-de-sac where he had seen the minibike. Tom rebutted Rob’s enthusiasm with an intriguing counterpoint: the minibike wasn’t theirs to take.

Rob Brensic and Tom Ryan were both seventeen-year-old products of the same sheltered, lily-white suburb, but they were an odd pair. Whereas Rob delivered copies of Newsday with a water bong lashed to his bike, Tom, at seventeen, was “the old man of the group,” as his girlfriend put it, treating his job bussing tables at the local kosher deli as seriously as any white-collar position with a pension.

Whatever earnings Tom didn’t sock away he poured into the Capri, making it perhaps the loudest privately owned vehicle in Smithtown. He had lifted the car on thick tires outfitted with shiny new rims, and he’d redone the carburetor, camshaft, and muffler and exhaust system with a racing setup that could drown out conversation while idling.

Tom couldn’t understand why Rob, rather than spending his time coveting somebody else’s busted minibike frame, didn’t busy himself with more adult matters like buying a car and making it obscenely loud, or scouting for a girlfriend, or trying to get into a college that didn’t have “Technical” in its title. The only interest Tom and Rob shared, the only reason they were in the same car, was pot. Rob had some, and Tom had a new pipe for them to christen later.

Rob spoke in a stoner’s lilt, slurred sentences that petered out into self-conscious chuckles. “It’s in a frickin’ garbage pile,” he argued. But he still wasn’t about to just knock on the door at Wheelright Way and ask if he could have the minibike.

Mike and Peter Quartararo were bystanders to the debate, squeezed into the car’s back seat with their sneakers mashing a bed of discarded burger wrappers. Peter, the older Quartararo brother, was Tom’s best friend. Pete was as straitlaced as Tom, but in a more childlike way. He was almost sixteen years old and still collecting Boy Scout patches. Fourteen-year-old Mike would later be termed this crew’s “hard case,” though there is little evidence that before that night this crew had a reputation for being very hard at all. The brothers’ parents had divorced, roughly four years earlier. The split seemed to play a role in turning Mike from a sharp kid dutifully reciting the Catechism at Sunday school to a smirking truant who hid his baby-fat face behind shaggy hair.

After Tom made it clear that there was no way he would let Rob just toss the minibike in the trunk of his extremely recognizable vehicle, the spirit of compromise prevailed. Tom drove to the end of the cul-de-sac, silenced the Capri’s engine, and waited for dark. Then Rob walked back up the street, grabbed the minibike, and started to run while pushing it back to the car.

There was a ghost town vibe to the cul-de-sac. The house with the minibike was one of the few finished homes in a tract development called Point of Woods. Ten years before, Suffolk County was mostly potato fields and country roads. But developers were busy turning the eastern end of Long Island into a Shangri-la of split-level ranches as far as the eye could see, catering to hundreds of thousands of white, middle-class families from the outer boroughs of New York City forty miles to the west. For a low four-figure down payment, parents could buy safety and better futures for their children. Their aspirations were right there on the street signs, which bore the names of colleges Smithtown-raised children were expected to attend: Baylor, Dartmouth, Penn, Hofstra, Rutgers.

As Rob pushed the minibike, three little kids on skateboards appeared out of nowhere and spooked Tom, who brought the Capri to life and roared out of the cul-de-sac. That left Rob to push the minibike through a little trail in some woods up a small hill to the parking lot behind the Dogwood Elementary School, where he knew by ear that the Capri was waiting. Once in the parking lot, Rob hopped on the bike, grabbed hold of the car, and yelled to Tom to gun it.

At that moment, another group of boys walked through the parking lot. They were headed to Point of Woods to drink beers in a vacant house. They beheld the sight of Rob Brensic straddling a stripped minibike as it clunked along on flat tires. Rob steered the bike with his left hand as he used his right to grip a door handle of the little yellow pony car badly in need of a muffler. The tow didn’t work as planned, and Rob yelled for Tom to stop before his arm got yanked from its socket. Rob threw the minibike in the Capri’s trunk and hopped inside. Then they disappeared from view.

It was just before 8:30 p.m. Whether Rob, as he was loading the minibike in the trunk, saw at that moment another boy ride past them on the school grounds would be a point of contention for decades of court proceedings. But for now, The Incredible Hulk was on TV, and the boys in the Capri were on schedule to get to Mike and Peter’s house in time to catch Lou Ferrigno turn green with rage.

2012

Chris and Gabe drove for roughly six minutes along silent suburban streets past sizable homes and snow-covered yards before the neighborhood got more rugged and woodsy. They turned down the long driveway of a grubby, 1960s-era four-bedroom home sheathed in frayed brown shingles and overgrown ivy.

This was Chris’s mom’s house, which, through no fault of her own, had become a hub for his increasingly feverish criminal schemes. The living room featured a brick wall charred messily by its fireplace, a mushy gray couch in front of a coffee table on top of a drab rug, and a tank that was home to a turtle named Gus.

Strewn among this decor: an Infiniti-branded car first aid kit, an assemblage of used baseball gloves, and a duffel bag stuffed with random items that included the cookbook 365 Ways to Cook Chicken. This was only part of Chris’s collection of boosted stuff. In his small bedroom off the living room, contraband was piled up and mixed in with the typical accessories of heroin use—used hypodermic needles, cotton balls, and rubber bands that had once tied up bundles.

Gabe was so skilled at fencing stolen loot online that he earned the nickname “Craigslist Guy.” But his partner had an unusual trait for an addict: Chris refused to sell stolen goods at too steep of a discount, resulting in him hoarding other people’s things: Torn-open Christmas presents that would never see the underside of a tree. A Mac laptop containing a doctor’s life’s work of cancer research. Golf clubs pilfered from a social worker’s Prius. A Yankee Candle; a Leatherman knife; somebody’s prescription glasses; and a small collection of driver’s licenses, credit cards, and gift cards to Starbucks, Macy’s, and Vera Bradley. Enough GPS devices to fill an aisle at Radio Shack.

The bag marked with PAL, logo of the Police Athletic League, tossed on Chris’s sheetless, cigarette-scorched bed was the latest acquisition. Chris pulled out a gun belt. It didn’t include a gun, though it did have two clips of ammunition, a canister of mace spray, a flashlight, and a whistle. The potential for trouble was obvious. “Why’d you even take this?” Gabe demanded. But his concern didn’t stop him from grabbing the belt, trying it on, and doing some high-noon pantomiming.

Chris further rifled through the bag. Inside was a box of cigars and a miniature humidor. Then Chris reached into a side pocket of the gym bag, and there he felt something he didn’t expect: slime.

April 28, 1979

“So it all starts over a minibike,” the detective remarked to the weepy kid in his rearview mirror. “That fucking minibike, huh?”

Anthony Palumbo, a highly animated detective with big ears and thick eyebrows adorning a doughy cranium, wasn’t supposed to be on this case. He had the case of a shot-to-death bank robber, folded into the trunk of a Pontiac in North Babylon, to solve. But a thirteen-year-old churchgoing Caucasian boy had been found slaughtered in the woods over a week ago. That sort of suburban existential crisis required all hands on deck, including one of the homicide squad’s top confession-getters.

In Suffolk County, homicide detectives rarely if ever closed a case with forensics. No pinkie ring–wearing, Drakkar-doused homicide bull was going to wait on a lab technician to tell them what blood type was gleaned from the spittle on a discarded cigarette butt found near a corpse. The preferred way to solve a murder in Suffolk County was to first divine who did it, a skill requiring a seasoned detective’s uncanny and unteachable intuition. The second, even more pivotal step was to get the person who did it in a room and not allow them out until they admitted it, preferably with a signed confession and no visible bruises. Because everybody knew innocent people didn’t confess to murder.

The kid in the back seat was slightly big for his age—five-foot-eight and 140 pounds in the tenth grade, with straight black hair parted in the middle. He had never previously been within sniffing distance of any trouble. He was a Boy Scout. He built models. Like Rob, he delivered Newsday. He planned on joining the Navy. Peter Quartararo wasn’t the only Smithtown boy that week, or even that day, who the homicide squad had yanked off the street and pressed for a confession to the murder in the woods. But he was the first one to oblige them.

“Where should I start, when we picked up the minibike?” Peter asked. Palumbo and his partner snuck a look at each other, hoping the tape recorder below the driver’s seat was picking this up.

2012

Coated in lube, along with the sex toys and porn, were a handful of driver’s license–sized plastic cards. They read “Suffolk Detective Association” over an icon of a badge. Under the badge, in white capital letters: “Chief of Department.” The cards drove home the predicament the two thieves faced. Possessing the stolen gun belt was a felony charge. The sleazy stuff in the bag was embarrassing enough to motivate the rightful owner to retaliate. And the cards confirmed that the rightful owner wasn’t just a cop but the top cop in Suffolk County’s massive police department.

There was only one logical next step: bring the bag and gun belt back to the Yukon and stash it where they found it before the chief ever realized his party bag had been stolen. Instead, Chris and Gabe shot up heroin. Afterward, while Gabe gathered pilfered center-console change and went to 7-Eleven for Marlboros, Chris passed out on a futon. At around 10:00 a.m., he awoke to the smell of batter sizzling on the griddle.

In a just world, Jane Loeb would’ve had a squeaky-clean, sitcom-style family. She had lived here on Landing Avenue in Smithtown for five decades, worked for the town legal department for more than four of them, and was a knitting enthusiast. Instead she had a heavy-drinking husband and two drug users, Chris and his older brother, Frank, for sons. But Jane Loeb still babied Chris. If there was a silver lining to your son being too strung out to hold a job, it was this: he was always home in the morning for pancakes.

Just as Chris was about to sit down for some flapjacks, he spotted a blue Ford Taurus turning into the drive. One benefit of a very long driveway, Chris already knew, was it gave you some lead time. As he sprinted for the back door, he yelled for Gabe to hide the gun belt. He ran into the woods behind the house just as the air filled with the crackle of cops shouting logistics into their radios.

Careening around the house and into the woods after him was a barrel-chested probation officer with a blond buzz cut and goatee who was almost immediately out of breath by the pursuit. This guy was Special Operations for probation, which meant raids were his forte though he wasn’t used to, as his colleague later described that terrain, a “hilly backyard” with “trees… leaves and stuff.”

Special Ops kept losing things from his belt, and as he scrambled to find his flashlight and continue up the hill, Chris tried to use his home-field advantage to elude him. He buried himself with sticks and leaves on the floor of the woods just before Teapot Lane. Listening to the wheezing probation officer stomp by looking for him, Chris fell asleep. He was jarred awake when the big cop mashed his face into the soil, cuffed him, and lifted him out of his bed of leaves and sticks.

* * *

“This isn’t Law & Order,” spat Tony Leto, his thick hands gripping the trachea of the shackled prisoner who had just asked him for a lawyer.

Tony was a muscular detective with a shaved head, dark eyes, and leering, arched eyebrows. It had been Chris Loeb’s poor luck that morning that the probation department had planned a search of his house on the same day he happened to have contraband from the chief’s truck in his bedroom. Tony leaned into his ear and cooed in a laconic cadence about how Chris’s mother was going to be arrested for the stolen shit in her house, and get raped in jail.

Tony Leto and two fellow detectives, Kenneth Bombace and Michael Malone, were working on Chris in Interview Room Number 3 of the Suffolk County Police Department’s Fourth Precinct in Hauppauge. It was the height of corporate gulag decor. The room consisted of scuffed linoleum floors, white-painted cinder block walls, a white noise machine to drown out shouting, and no recording equipment of any kind. Seated in a metal chair, Loeb was handcuffed to a circular ring in the floor by a thick chain. The three cops were dressed in plain clothes and dad jeans.

Kenny and Mike took their own turns slapping Loeb around. This was an exciting moment for the guys of the Criminal Intelligence Unit, but not because of the caliber of the criminal before them. To them, Loeb was nothing more than a minor societal leech, an opioid goblin who filled his bedroom in his mom’s house with the pilfered belongings of taxpayers. The Intel guys were an elite squad who typically dabbled in more high-profile and, frankly, cooler matters such as gangs, guns, and terrorism. But all that mattered was whose car this junkie had been caught stealing from that morning.

They were always eager to prove their loyalty to the chief. Typically such opportunities involved surveillance, like spying on the county executive, or putting a GPS on the deputy police commissioner’s car, or tailing the stepson of the chief’s girlfriend, hoping to catch him driving drunk. Now they actually had some excitement along with their two grand in combined daily pay—plus accruing pensions—in trying to slap a confession out of a door jiggler. But they were increasingly frustrated by this junkie, who cursed, spat, ranted about “nasty porn,” and even dozed off instead of copping to the theft.

Loeb, drifting in and out of consciousness, was not aware that he had worn the detectives down, and he was barely aware that they had even left the room. After a few minutes, they returned to Interview Room Number 3 with a fourth cop joining the interrogation. The man was beefy and middle-aged, with neatly parted salt-and-pepper hair and a mustache shaved down to its bristles. This, it was clear, was the boss.

Jimmy Burke’s usually pasty skin had burned red during a sunny three-week vacation to Turks and Caicos. He was dressed in a civilian suit. It was holiday party season, but the chief had heard what was happening and decided—against all police protocol and anything resembling good judgment—to drop by the Fourth to see for himself.

No way he was going to miss this. It was just like the good old days.







PART I

MURDER



[image: image]
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CHAPTER 1

HE WAS GONE

On an afternoon in March 1965, a young Queens couple, John and Barbara Pius, and their infant nephew Tony, were driving along Cross Bay Boulevard when a vehicle being pursued by police smashed into their rear going a hundred miles per hour. The fugitives in the other car were ejected from their vehicle and one of them died in the street. The Pius car overturned and burst into flames.

Somehow the Piuses and baby Tony survived, and so did the fetus in nineteen-year-old Barbara’s belly. She was confined to a bed for the remainder of her pregnancy, and doctors told her that the baby, her first, would be the only one she could bear.

On August 1, 1965, John Anthony Pius was born. His parents nicknamed him Johnny, or John Boy, to differentiate him from his father and grandfather, who were both also named John. The turbulent pregnancy served to make Johnny particularly precious to Barbara.

Within a year, the new parents had resolved to move from Ridgewood to Smithtown. They chose a pink-and-red brick house with a picture window in front, a pool in the backyard, and a basement they planned to convert into an apartment for Johnny’s grandparents. But Barbara had one last requirement before they dropped the down payment on the $17,000 home. She went door-to-door to the nearly identical houses surrounding it on Franklin Drive, vetting the neighbors. The potential neighbors that Barbara would’ve met were middle-class strivers of every stripe, though only one color.

The county’s population had boomed from 276,000 in 1950 to more than 1.1 million twenty years later, and Smithtown was the epicenter of that transformation. Its population had grown exponentially from roughly 14,000 residents to nearly 115,000. More than 98 percent of those Smithtown residents were white—Manifest Destiny meets Leave It to Beaver.

Leaving the brown people behind was a principal driver of the boom in Smithtown, as it was in nearly every other suburb on Long Island. Nassau County, between Suffolk and the city boroughs of Queens and Brooklyn, was the home of the model modern suburb of Levittown, where the leases had stated that the home could “not be used or occupied by any person other than members of the Caucasian race.” Suffolk County was even more hostile, a onetime Ku Klux Klan stronghold that included an enclave of Nazi sympathizers who had named streets after Adolf Hitler and Joseph Goebbels and where, until 2017, residents of the enclave were required to be of Germanic extraction.

One precept of the white flight into Nassau and Suffolk was that crime didn’t take the Long Island Expressway. The Piuses’ new neighbors kept the doors to their homes and cars unlocked. They allowed their children to bike, skate, and stroll unsupervised, and they even tolerated teenage hitchhiking. One of Johnny Pius’s classmates recalled the collective parenting style as “free-range kids.”

By Easter vacation in 1979, Johnny, thirteen, appeared to be leading the kind of wholesome, active childhood his parents had sought for him when they brought him to Smithtown as an infant: biking, camping, fishing, lacrosse, football, karate, and cartoons. His favorites were The Flintstones, Jonny Quest, and Scooby-Doo. His older cousin Tony, who was partially raised by the Piuses, says that Johnny dressed up as a fireman for Halloween and some days seemed likely to pursue that as a career. “But he also wanted to be a wrestler too, one week,” Tony said of Johnny, whose idol was the headdress-wearing Chief Jay Strongbow.

Johnny spent Friday, April 20, 1979, fishing with a friend on a pier over an inlet of the Long Island Sound, six miles north of his house. On his bicycle ride back, he stopped to play some basketball. He then realized he had a flat tire, and so his dad came to pick him up from a friend’s house.

Early that evening, Johnny and his best friend Eddie Pembroke, who lived a few houses away, chatted as they tossed a lacrosse ball back and forth. The two kids were engaged in a mild conspiracy. Most nights, they went in the cover of darkness to steal scrap lumber from Point of Woods, an under-construction cul-de-sac a few minutes by bike from their houses. They were using the lumber to build a treehouse in the woods behind a nearby elementary school. They had worked on the treehouse the two nights before and had loose plans to do it again that night. Johnny told Eddie he’d call, but then never did. His friend thought nothing of it.

* * *

The next afternoon, seemingly all of the neighborhood had descended on the area behind the Dogwood Elementary School. Family, friends, and neighbors had been searching for Johnny Pius since that morning. Among the searchers were the elder John Piuses, Johnny’s father and grandfather. They were there because they finally had some kind of news: a kid had found Johnny’s wallet at the edge of the woods behind the school.

Dogwood was a squat, low-slung brick building in the shape of the letter T. Behind it was a play area, patchy with sand and grass, with a couple of nets for soccer, metal slides and monkey bars, and a mangy baseball diamond. The grass throughout the play area was marked with the curlicues of tire tracks, likely the work of bored teenagers doing donuts. The woods sloped downward for several hundred yards until they ended at the Jericho Turnpike, an artery cutting through Smithtown.

Johnny’s father, a muscular man in his late thirties, had trudged down the hill nearly all the way to the turnpike when he heard shouting from those closer to the school: “They found him! They found him!”

Pius ran back and met his own father, standing at the crest of the hill. The older man tried to stop his son. “It’s the worst,” Johnny’s grandfather shouted.

“Where is he?” Johnny’s father demanded. He ran to where his neighbor, Joe Sabina, had covered something on the ground with his blue jacket.

“He’s gone,” Sabina said.

“I want to see him,” John Pius demanded. “Take your jacket off of him.”

Sabina relented. Pius looked and then ran to his car, screaming. He sped the half-mile home to the pink-and-red brick house with the picture window. “Johnny is dead,” he told Barbara, and then punched a hole in a closet door.

* * *

It appeared at first glance like somebody had forgotten their windbreaker on the sparse forest floor. But then you saw a flash of white, the pale small of a boy’s back, and with it the vague form of a body buried in leaves.

Detective Thomas Gill asked the uniformed cop on the scene to remove the jacket. That exposed the left side of a boy’s face, turned up from the woods floor in the style of a swimmer getting air. He had delicate, sulking features, with plentiful dark hair, thin black eyebrows, big eyelashes over closed eyes, and swollen blue lips, all dusted with bits of leaves.

The boy’s blue sweatshirt had ridden up his back nearly to his shoulder blades, with the hood partly pulled up over the back of his head. His lower back was red in places, and showed vertical scratch marks, perhaps from being dragged. He wore blue jeans smudged through with dirt. He was covered in a thin layer of leaves and had a log placed perpendicularly over his legs, suggesting somebody had done a poor job of trying to hide him.

Closer to the school, and near where the wallet had been found, the boy’s bicycle was leaning against a tree. It was a brown-and-white Huffy Santa Fe. There were apparent drag marks leading from the area where the wallet had been found to the site of the boy’s body.

Gill was a short, well-built man with blue eyes and red hair turning sandy with age. Under his dress shirt he had “USN” tattooed on his right upper arm and “Singapore” tattooed on the left, reminders of the six years he had spent in the Navy in the 1950s. Gill fit the very distinct mold of a Suffolk County homicide bull: masculine, well-paid, and unscientific, a studier less of crime scenes than of the criminal mind, which he was cocky about his ability to identify and crack.

This particular crime scene had been heavily trampled. Young baseball players in uniform, housewives in jogging suits, and children with bicycles milled about nearby, their footprints mingling with the possible drag marks. It looked like somebody had pulled police rope through a Norman Rockwell tableau, murder interrupting an early spring Saturday afternoon in the American suburbs.

Gill barked at the rubberneckers to back up and ordered a uniformed cop to cordon off more of the perimeter. Joe Sabina told Gill that he had removed a second log from across Johnny’s torso.

Wheels crunched to a stop near the crime scene, the car tagged with a license plate reading “FORENSIC.” This was the unsubtle ride of forensic serologist Ira DuBey, a big, puffed-chested man with neatly parted black hair. The Suffolk homicide squad appreciated DuBey for girding, not guiding, their investigations. He backed up their suspicions with confidently stated science, and juries believed him thanks to his recitation of intimidating academic credentials.

There was a play-acting quality to DuBey’s vanity plates, and to the way he bent over the crime scene and bagged about ten cigarette butts around the body, as if he was going to test them. Testing the butts, even in the days before DNA analysis, could’ve revealed the blood type of the smoker, but DuBey didn’t actually do it. Though it was Johnny’s killer who had presumably placed the logs on his body, DuBey also didn’t collect them to inspect for possible fibers or other evidence.

Gill wasn’t exactly a by-the-manual adherent to the rules of physical evidence himself. In fact, he had never read the manual. Gill had been a homicide detective for more than a dozen years, making him the most senior member of the unit. But that seniority wasn’t necessarily a desirable thing. Cops are transferred upon promotion, and Gill had twice during his homicide tenure taken the sergeant’s exam. Both times, he hadn’t fared well enough to earn the bump.

Gill had no homicide training. The only special training Gill received at all upon being promoted to the rank of detective in 1967 was a course sponsored by Diebold, the manufacturer of safes and vaults. It was perhaps unlikely that his knowledge of that company’s drill-proof armor and bolts was going to help him figure out who deposited this dead kid in these woods. In fact, an absence of homicide training was the norm among the Suffolk squad. Even Gill’s boss—the commander of the homicide squad—didn’t have any specialized homicide training at the time. Which is not to say Gill couldn’t read a clue, particularly when it had been stomped into his victim’s face.

A police photographer took shots of the scene, including of the Huffy leaning against the tree. Then they flipped the boy’s body, exposing for the first time the entirety of Johnny’s face—scraped, battered, swollen, and caked with coagulated blood. On his right jaw, there was a clear imprint of a small diamond cut through by two intersecting lines. A sneaker print.

* * *

Johnny had something in his mouth: a rock, about the size of a marble, secreted under his tongue. Later that evening, when the boy was on a slab in the medical examiner’s office in Hauppauge, a coroner noted the constellations of trauma on the nude 116-pound corpse. There were contusions and hemorrhages stretching from his right ear down through that side of his jaw, neck, shoulder, and chest. The most shocking visible damage appeared to be concentrated around Johnny’s neck, jaw, and upper torso. The severity of the trauma inflicted on him had left his skin there an angry, volcanic red, laced through with lines of his natural hue like marbling on a steak.

And then there was that sneaker sole imprint, which the coroner described as resembling a “Greek cross.” Johnny’s eyes were shot through with blood, a possible indication of suffocation. But there is a bone in the neck that often breaks during strangulation, and Johnny’s was intact, so it wasn’t immediately clear what had caused him to suffocate. Then the coroner x-rayed his head and throat.

He later handed his colleague DuBey a vial. Inside were six small, smooth rocks the coroner had scrubbed clean after fishing them out of Johnny’s mouth and upper larynx, where somebody had jammed them.

* * *

At the time, the Suffolk County homicide squad’s de facto policy concerning record keeping was to do as little of it as possible. The detectives avoided taking notes when at a crime scene or interviewing a witness or suspect, because those notes could then become ammunition for the defense. Instead, their practice was to lean back in a chair at Homicide HQ and dictate their recollections to their female secretaries to type up. But even those resulting supplemental reports were carefully rationed, so as not to memorialize abandoned leads and alternative suspects that a defense lawyer might use to infuse a jury with doubt.

Detective Gill was a devoted adherent to these practices. Defense attorneys attempting to exercise their right of access to records in their clients’ cases had to first endure Gill’s brand of police report three-card monte. In the Pius case, Gill first said under oath that he didn’t take any notes at the crime scene or in ensuing interviews. In later proceedings, he clarified that he took “mental notes.” He then said he did take notes, but he destroyed them when he dictated supplemental reports. He initially said he produced fifteen supplemental reports, but then he said he was wrong, and had only made five or six of them.

Gill’s attitude toward written statements from witnesses was just as arbitrary. When he finally produced his casework, the reports and the written statements often contradicted each other and weren’t consistent with his later court testimony. It all served to muddy a case so badly that a defense attorney could make little sense of it.

One of the supplemental reports that Gill did turn over concerned his investigation on the day that he responded to the Pius murder scene. The report had the date of the next day, April 22, but Gill later stated that was an error. In the report, he noted a few of the bystanders that he spoke to at the scene, including a paper boy on his bicycle route, named Robert Brensic.

Gill and his partner, Detective Richard Reck, afterward drove the half-mile route that prosecutors and defense attorneys would spend the next two-plus decades scrutinizing. It was three turns in quick succession from the Dogwood school to the Pius home on Franklin Drive.

When the detectives arrived, John Pius was comforting his wife. The couple was so distressed over the murder of their only child that they had earlier been taken to a local hospital for tranquilizing shots. Johnny Pius’s grandfather and his wife were also there, but there’s no indication the detectives interviewed them. Gill recalled that they conducted the interview in the home’s finished basement.

Gill later said that because of Barbara’s condition, they allowed her to leave and spoke only to the husband. But in his report, Gill wrote that he “spoke to John Pius Sr. and Barbara Pius,” who said that their son was last seen in the garage of their home between 8:15 and 8:30 p.m. the previous evening. Johnny was working on his bicycle, according to the report, and at around 8:30 p.m., the father went to the garage and “found that his son and his son’s bike were gone from the garage.”

The report stated that the father spent the next hour and a half checking “the area of their residence several times” before calling the police to report Johnny missing at 10:00 p.m. Reck’s own report, which was even lighter on details than that of his partner, had a similar account of the interview, stating: “Subject was last seen at his home in the garage area repairing his bicycle.”

But the written statement Gill took from the father that day, penned by the detective and signed by Pius, told the story quite differently. In the statement, Pius said that around 8:15, his son “asked me if he could take his bike for a test ride. He said he was going to ride up to the Dogwood school and see if Eddie Pembroke was there.” Pius continued that he told his son that was fine, “but that I wanted him home no later than 8:30 pm as it was dark.” He said he called police at 10:00 p.m. and was told to give the boy some time to return. He called again an hour later, the statement said, and a police officer came over to take a report.

“I remained home until about 7:30 am,” Pius’s statement read. That part of his story also changed, as Pius later testified that he searched for Johnny all night, including having his son’s friend Eddie Pembroke join him to scour the area behind the Dogwood school.

The first Newsday article on the murder added a bit of clarity, as well as more confusion. The story paraphrased the parents’ version of events: that at around 9:00 p.m., Johnny told his father that he planned to take the bike for a test run. “Some time thereafter,” the story said, Pius returned to the garage to find the boy gone and his toolbox put away. When Johnny hadn’t returned by 11:30 p.m., “his worried parents called police,” the article read. The times were markedly later than Pius’s account as recorded in the police reports, and the shelved toolbox disappeared from the father’s later testimony concerning his son’s disappearance. The Newsday story also included the detail that the father and Eddie Pembroke had searched the woods by flashlight at around 1:00 a.m.

Suffolk homicide detectives may have eschewed records, but the same wasn’t true for everyday patrolmen of the sort who take missing persons reports. Police Officer Paul Fuhrmann jotted down a field report when he arrived at the Pius house after the father said his son was missing. That report further muddied the timeline and circumstances of the boy’s disappearance.

According to that document, and Fuhrmann’s later court testimony, Pius actually called to report his son’s disappearance at around 12:20 on Saturday morning. That was roughly two hours later than reported in the statement Gill wrote for John Pius to sign and Gill’s own report. A supplemental report stemming from Fuhrmann’s visit memorialized yet another version of Johnny’s disappearance. According to that report, at around ten o’clock on Friday night, father and son were working in the garage when the father went inside for half an hour. “When he returned to the garage [Johnny] was gone and so was his bicycle,” Pius said, according to the police report. “He possibly went fishing at Stony Brook Harbor.”

It was a collision of conflicting accounts all from the same bereaved father. The boy had either gone missing around 8:15 p.m., nine o’clock, or after ten. He had either asked his dad if he could test ride his bike, or he just disappeared. The dad had suspected he was at the school around the corner, or miles away fishing at Stony Brook Harbor. He had placed a call to the police reporting the boy missing at times ranging from nine o’clock to after midnight. And the dad had either stayed at home all night, or he had spent it searching for his boy, including in the very spot where the body was found the next morning.

It was a hell of a tangle on which to base an investigation. One might expect the detectives to probe the dad’s shifting story, particularly after information they got from Johnny’s school the next week. The principal of Nesaquake Middle School told Gill and Reck that in the previous year, Johnny had suffered numerous injuries causing him to be absent from school. The detectives learned that Johnny had various bone fractures due to accidents while skiing, riding his minibike, and practicing judo. All the accidents were in the company of his father. It wasn’t clear if the detectives learned the details of the injuries from Johnny’s doctors or his dad. If they did bother to speak to the doctors, the detectives didn’t record it in a report.

Perhaps the clearest sign that Gill and Reck were disinterested in any line of inquiry involving the father was the matter of his shoes. They requested from Pius only the shoes he had worn the afternoon he found his son’s body. They were Florsheim dress shoes, clearly not of the type that had left the imprint on Johnny’s face, but the detectives weren’t requesting them in order to check him as a suspect. The father was among those who had stepped around his son’s body that afternoon, and the detectives sought to exclude his shoe prints from others in the crime scene dirt. They never even asked John Pius, a martial artist, if he owned a pair of sneakers.

Gill, like many of his colleagues in the homicide squad, was prone to pursuing and ruling out leads based on nothing but his gut. The detective later said that by the end of the thirty-five-minute interview with John Pius on the day of the body’s discovery, before basic facts of the case had emerged or an autopsy was completed, he had ruled out the dad as a suspect. “Absolutely not,” Gill said when asked whether he even considered the possibility that Johnny’s father had anything to do with his son’s death.

On April 23, a few days after his interview with detectives, John Pius stood on his front lawn and spoke to a New York City television news crew about the tragedy. A karate teacher at the local YMCA and Elks Club, Pius was handsome in a hard way. During the interview, all of his internal turmoil seemed to be squeezing against his red skin as if trying to seep out. His veins pulsed in his neck, and he spoke in a sleep-deprived rasp. He wore sunglasses and a white dress shirt with a large collar, and his thinning brown hair was mussed.

“This is always something that happens to someone else,” Pius told the news crew. “And this apparently isn’t so because it happened to me, and it’s a nightmare and something that you would never put in your mind.”

Pius again suggested that his son had left without warning. “He was gone,” Pius said. “Apparently he had taken his bike out for a test run, because if he had been going anyplace he would have told me. He was that type of a boy.”

In the news segment featuring the interview with Pius, WCBS-TV anchor Carol Martin described the victim as a “thirteen-year-old boy from the all-American community of Smithtown, where things like this just don’t happen, but now it has.”

There was a collective amnesia by Long Island residents, and parachuting city journalists, as to the suburbs’ capacity for the grisly and macabre. Suffolk County had seen its share of gruesome, senseless, and terrifying acts of violence. A particularly notorious example of the genre had rocked the nearby fishing village of Amityville in 1974, when an unbalanced young man used a hunting rifle to execute six members of his family.

It made for better TV and newspaper copy to act as if horror had never before touched these perfect communities, complete with descriptions and B-rolls of manicured lawns and boats bobbing in backyard docks. Newsday’s explanation for why the Pius murder so terrified residents was telling: “John Pius’ murder stunned Smithtown,” read a feature story in the paper entitled “Suburban Tragedy,” because it “was not a crime rooted in racial, ethnic or economic tensions.” The implication seemed to be that in a community with few poor people and even fewer minorities, the murder of a child should not be possible.

But Johnny Pius wasn’t the first kid to be found dead in a patch of woods in Smithtown.

* * *

On a Thursday afternoon in November 1951, a couple of miles south of the potato field that would become Dogwood Elementary, an off-duty mailman was preparing to hunt some ducks at Miller’s Pond. As he approached the slender fishing hole, he stumbled on something that prompted him to sprint back to his truck to get the police.

The dead girl he found lying in the woods had black eyes, scratches and bruises along her body, and, a coroner found, a ruptured kidney. She was determined to have been strangled with her own gray silk scarf. The schoolbooks found near her body identified her as twelve-year-old Lyde Kitchner.

There was not yet a countywide police department. The investigation of her homicide was handled by officials from three agencies: the Smithtown police, state troopers, and the district attorney’s office. Their blunders, and those of the news reporters covering the sensational crime, began immediately.

Investigators declared Lyde’s attack had been sexual in nature. That the coroner then found no physical evidence of sexual assault didn’t stop newspapers around the state from erroneously reporting that the murdered girl had been raped. “Hunt Sex Slayer of LI Schoolgirl,” read one of the headlines the next morning.

The investigators’ best clue was the account of a schoolteacher and her friend who said they had spotted Lyde strolling down a nearby street with a blond boy or man shortly before her body was discovered. The usual tramps and sex offenders were rounded up and grilled to no avail. At one point detectives thought they had a strong lead when they learned of an Air Force sergeant who had walked into a Long Island church a couple of days after the murder to confess to a minister that he had “committed a great sin.” But by the time investigators tracked down the sergeant, he had drowned himself. He was posthumously ruled out as a suspect.

Nearly a hundred days passed with no arrest, until a so-called breakthrough gave detectives their purported killer. Harold Lorentson, thirteen and blond, was among the boys who the eyewitness teacher had previously ruled out as the mystery male accompanying Lyde shortly before her murder. In fact, the teacher had twice told detectives that Harold wasn’t the person she had seen. But then the teacher happened to encounter Harold at a village candy store. When Harold “blanched and furtively fled” at the sight of her, police said, the teacher changed her mind and decided he was in fact the boy.

Harold was a “superior student,” according to his school, and had never been in trouble. But later on the day that the teacher implicated him, detectives extracted a confession from him. They said the boy initially denied his guilt but came clean after they pointed out discrepancies in his story. The “stoically calm” boy then led them on a “tour of the murder route” while recounting his crime, according to the detectives. The police said that he signed a statement in which he confessed that he and Lyde had walked around Miller’s Pond, chatting about “school and things like that,” when their stroll suddenly turned violent.

“When we got on the path I tried to kiss her,” read Harold’s purported statement as quoted in Newsday the next morning. “She slapped me and I threw her to the ground. We wrestled for a while and then Lyde was still. I called to her and shook her but she didn’t move. I was scared so I ran.”

The investigators told reporters they “are convinced the boy is telling the truth because he told us details heretofore and still withheld by police.”

Newsday, a daily tabloid, which since its founding in 1940 has held an outsized sway on Long Island, ran a close-up of the pubescent perp on its front page. Harold appeared to be glaring out from sleepy eyes at the photographer. Schoolboy Slayer read the headline under the photo. The copy described the boy as “dry-eyed and sullen after confessing to the garrot murder” of his female classmate. The newspaper even had a midconfession action shot, showing Harold seemingly pointing out some element of the crime scene while a Smithtown lieutenant looked on.

The glory of a solved mystery was soon buried by an avalanche of mistakes. The day after the DA announced plans to charge the kid with first-degree murder, he realized that Harold’s age precluded him from being charged with anything but juvenile delinquency in children’s court.

Through his lawyer, Harold said from his jail cell that he had been coerced into confessing only after a ten-hour interrogation during which he was separated from his parents and his attorney. “They said I could see my parents if I admitted killing Lyde,” Harold said. It also turned out that, contrary to what the police said, Harold had not signed a written confession.

During Harold’s trial in children’s court later that month, the two female witnesses—including the teacher who first initiated the prosecution against him—reversed themselves in court, each saying they couldn’t be sure he was who they had seen. And two laborers who also said they had seen Lyde and the mystery person shortly before her death testified as well that they didn’t recognize Harold.

A classmate’s mother gave Harold a solid alibi, saying that he was riding a horse with her son at the time of Lyde’s murder. And even that photo of Harold confessing at the crime scene turned out to be a sham, as testimony drew out that a police photographer had made the kid pose for it.

A judge ultimately found that the evidence against Harold couldn’t support a finding of delinquency. Newsday, in an apparent fit of regret for having chronicled every twist and turn of Harold’s case even though by law as a juvenile his identity should have been kept confidential, made amends by buying the child a farm animal.

Harold’s horse, Lucky, who he was said to have been riding at the time of Lyde’s killing, had died in the month he had spent in custody. So the newspaper gifted him a palomino named Candy. Under a photo spread of Harold riding the gift horse for the first time, Newsday explained that Candy’s task was “erasing man-made scars from a youngster’s memory.”

And then the newspaper determined never to write about the debacle again, ending the horse article with an editor’s note reading: “This as far as we are concerned is the end of the story of Harold Lorentson. He should be left alone.”

The murder of twelve-year-old Lyde Kitchner was—unsurprisingly, given the hayseed tomfoolery that marked its investigation—never solved. And Newsday kept its word to cease mention of the case until Harold Lorentson died at age twenty-five, in 1964, when his well-drilling machine hit a power line.

In 1960, eight years after Lyde’s murder, a countywide police department was chartered. Its homicide unit was billed as the antidote to the twenty-seven village and town police departments whose bumbling constables were so notorious for botching homicide investigations that Newsday had declared Suffolk County “the only place in the country where you can commit an imperfect murder and get away with it.”

Policing in Suffolk County had previously been the purview of town officials who controlled the distribution of badges and guns, and in turn decided who got arrested. By the time of the Pius murder, the legacy of this system still ruled the consolidated department. Funneling all those town departments into one countywide force only served to concentrate, not dilute, the power of what those few cops inclined to speak out called the “old-boy network.” A police lieutenant later testified that if you were from certain parts of the county, you not only had a better shot of getting hired by the Suffolk police but also of dodging discipline and rising to a position of power in the department. “The old Smithtown hierarchy, the Amityville hierarchy,” the lieutenant testified in 1987, ticking off some of the chosen townships. “I think the mentality still prevails that prevailed then.”

Despite the similarity and proximity of the two murders in Smithtown woods, albeit separated by almost three decades, the Kitchner case was never mentioned in court, news coverage, or any police report concerning the Pius investigation. That was partly thanks to Newsday’s remorseful omertà concerning the case. But a more basic reason was that the vast majority of residents in Smithtown in 1979 simply hadn’t been there in 1952.

* * *

On April 24, three days after Johnny’s body was found, one of Gill’s colleagues in Homicide boarded a waiting police helicopter in Hauppauge, the dull corporate center of office parks and county buildings. The Suffolk County Police Department chopper briefly flew south, where the detective directed a photographer to take aerial shots of the suburban environs where Johnny Pius lived and died.

The main drag of Jericho Turnpike hummed with light traffic heading east and west. But down Franklin Drive and the connecting warren of small side streets, filled with squat homes on winter-faded lawns, there were few cars about on a Tuesday mid-morning. The resulting glossy photos, developed in a police darkroom, captured Smithtown in a phase of awkward adolescence. Tightly packed tracts of lived-in homes bordered empty lots, bare fields, and doomed little patches of untouched woods. The chopper had lingered over the site where Johnny was found dead, a couple of acres of woods sloping from behind the school down to the Jericho Turnpike. If there was a name for these woods, the cops didn’t know it, referring to it only as the “Wooded Area.” The trees were still bald from winter, with fallen leaves giving the ground a rusty color.

With no foliage, the cops overhead could clearly spot two footpaths in the woods. The path started as one, in the parking lot of the Power Test gas station at the intersection of Jericho and Franklin. The trails quickly forked like a T-bone in a steak. One path ran parallel to Franklin and headed to the little enclave of homes where Johnny had lived. The other path cut a jagged, indirect diagonal in the direction of Dogwood Elementary. It was that path heading to the school that the detectives were most interested in, tracing it on the photo with an orange grease pencil.

It took a kid being found dead there for the average adult resident of Smithtown to actually notice these woods. But for the teenagers who lived nearby, and whose main interests were inhaling from water bongs and blasting Ted Nugent, it was Narnia.

The grease pencil trail was its own teenage turnpike directly to Smithtown Beer & Soda. At that store across the street from the gas station, a high schooler could nearly always find somebody over eighteen in the parking lot willing to buy them beer. Elsewhere in the woods, the trail made a sharp turn to the “burn house,” a pre-suburban construction that had been torched but still bore a basement where kids smoked weed and drank beers. In between both trails, closer to the streets surrounding the Pius home, was the half-finished treehouse Johnny and Eddie had been working on.

On the last night of Johnny’s life, a temperate Friday after a week off school, the ecosystem of Smithtown adolescence had been in full swing. The detectives would find that the grease pencil trail was particularly busy. They focused on a couple of hours of juvenile activity there because they were operating on a few central assumptions.

The first assumption was their belief as to when the kid disappeared. The detectives appeared to have based the crucial question of when Johnny went missing solely on their interview with the father. They decided Johnny had disappeared between 8:15 and 9:00 p.m. The coroner, unfortunately, provided little help in narrowing down the time of death. All he determined was that, based on the condition of the body, the boy had died between 4:00 p.m. on Friday and 7:00 a.m. on Saturday. The coroner had not analyzed the digestion of the boy’s stomach contents, a routine step that could have narrowed that window further.

The second assumption was that the boy had been killed behind the school, and not dumped there from elsewhere, which was the opinion of the coroner.

The third assumption, and the one that would direct the investigation, was driven by the sneaker imprint on Johnny’s face. Kids wore sneakers. And thus, seemingly from the first moment, Detective Gill had decided kids killed Johnny Pius.

So the cops, having boxed themselves into these parameters of Johnny’s death, had to figure out how in forty-five minutes at the height of busy teenage activity in the woods, a boy was beaten and buried under sticks and leaves with six stones stuffed down his windpipe, by one or more of his schoolmates.

* * *

In the years following Pius’s murder, no outsider got as acquainted with those woods and the kids who hung out there as magazine journalist Jesse Kornbluth. In 1982, he authored a two-part series in New York magazine about the flaws he found in the investigation and prosecution of the case. His reporting refuted the easy characterization favored by other journalists that Johnny Pius was a perfect kid raised in a perfect family. Kornbluth found that rifts in that facade had been exposed a couple of weeks before Johnny’s death. Johnny’s father had abruptly quit teaching karate, citing “family business.” According to Kornbluth, two of Johnny’s best friends said he told them he was considering running away because he heard his parents talking about divorce.

Kornbluth also grew intrigued by the whereabouts of Barbara Pius the night her son went missing. He interviewed Barbara and wrote that she initially told him she was home all night before it became clear that wasn’t true. The police officer who visited the Pius home at 12:30 a.m. later testified that only John was there. It nagged at Kornbluth. “Where was she?” he wrote of Barbara. “When, exactly, did she come home? Barbara wouldn’t tell me.”

Indeed, the Pius case would become one of the most extensive legal sagas in New York State history, producing tens of thousands of pages of reports and transcripts. But Barbara Pius’s version of events that night is conspicuously absent. And perhaps the only cop who did take her story was never asked about it.

* * *

Police Officer Adam Gromacki’s colleagues poked fun at his post in the Fourth Precinct as a “country club.” The excitement usually topped out at catching a kid stealing letters from a mailbox. But during his 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. tour, cop-speak for a workday, on April 21, 1979, Gromacki dealt with a mother who was increasingly apoplectic that the police seemed to be doing nothing to find her missing son.

Barbara Pius first called at 9:00 a.m., demanding to know what type of investigation was being carried out concerning the boy her husband had reported missing the night prior. Gromacki told her to contact Juvenile Services. But three and a half hours later, Barbara called again, now begging Gromacki for something to be done to find the boy.

In these calls, Barbara gave Gromacki an account of Johnny’s disappearance that was at odds with any story that was ever made public. Said Gromacki: “She said him and his father were working on a bike out in the garage and they had an argument, and the father went into the house and the son took off.” The cop explicitly recalled Barbara saying her husband had argued with her son, because it informed his assumption that the kid had probably just temporarily run away. He guessed
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