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Grandfather’s hand lifts boy from urban tragedy

The caretaker can find the little grave only by looking for those nearby. Here: the double headstone of a married couple. There: a somber row of military markers.

In the middle: the scraggly, unmarked grave of Toni Marie Morse's second son, Eric. 

Three years after his death on Oct. 13, 1994, Eric has left a void defined by those around it. But as Eric's family gathered recently to memorialize him and another murdered relative at a gathering in a little beige house on the South Side of Chicago, the family member who could give the most detail to the shape of Eric's absence was not there.

Derrick Lemon--the half-brother who watched helplessly as two older boys dropped Eric out of a high-rise in the projects because he wouldn't steal candy--now lives with his grandfather in a prim little house far from his mother and most of his other relatives.

His story, the little-known epilogue to Eric's death, is that of a life saved; in contrast to the horror of a murder that lingers in the public consciousness, the fate of the forgotten brother, heretofore untold, is surprisingly hopeful.

In many ways, what happened three winters ago on South Langley Avenue galvanized the forces that would work to deliver Derrick from an aimless existence, giving him a family and a home--things Eric never had.

When Eric's death thrust both boys into the national spotlight in October 1994, their public nightmare was portrayed as a great urban tragedy--a metaphor for the cruelty of the city. But the national media that zoomed in on the South Side of Chicago to show a grieving mother mourning her child's death missed the greater tragedy: Eric, born with drugs in his system and allowed to roam the projects unsupervised, had slipped from his mother's life long before he was dropped out a window at age 5.

Morse's seven living children reside in foster homes, with relatives or in shelters, all having been abandoned by their mother or taken into protective custody by the state; including Eric, three tested positive for drugs at birth. Now, three years after Eric's death, Morse is on the verge of losing once and for all the son who survived.

In marked contrast to Eric, Derrick, now 11, likely will slip from his mother quietly--in the relative privacy of a juvenile court room. Her parental rights are about to be legally terminated for Derrick and two other children, one of whom was born with cocaine in her blood. That would clear the way for the possible adoption of the children.

After his own frightening free fall--one that began the same instant as Eric's--Derrick has landed in the home of Alvin Bush, a retiring, unassuming man who reached out to the boy when he needed it most.

Bush, who retired five years ago from a doomed rubber company, is Toni Morse's father. But he makes no excuses for his daughter, who has a long history of using drugs and neglecting her children, according to state Department of Children and Family Services records.

Bush cannot understand why Morse hasn't visited Derrick since the boy moved in with him and his wife, Peggy, in February. But it's more than that.

"It's kind of strange to me for a mother to leave her kids, period," Bush said, quietly.

The Bushes, married 27 years, are Derrick's foster parents. They have not decided whether to adopt the boy, Alvin Bush said. They have two grown sons of their own, both corrections officers at Stateville Correctional Center. And the couple aren't sure they want to begin a family anew in their twilight years.

It will take a while to make that decision, Peggy Bush said. "It's all new to me.

"It's starting all over."

The chain of events that brought Derrick to the Bushes was set in motion in the aftermath of Eric's death. When Morse finally consented three months later to grief counseling for Derrick that had been offered by DCFS and several other agencies, it became clear the boy was having a lot of trouble dealing with Eric's death.

"It changed him a lot," his grandmother, Lela Morse, said. "He wasn't the same person when that happened. He got rebellious and was into different things at school. He was forever fighting.

"But as time goes by, I imagine that coldness will go away."

Derrick's face is expressionless when he talks about Eric. "It makes me feel sad," he said.

Ask Derrick when he's been happiest in his life, and he will pause, look absently out the window, conjure up an image of his dead brother and say:

"When I was with him."

The boys were inseparable, playing in Sherwood Park and in the sprawling Ida B. Wells complex where Eric died. They used to do flips and shoot hoops. But together they were on a path to nowhere, bouncing from home to home and roaming the projects unsupervised.

The last time their fortunes were linked was in a death grip high above the South Side: Derrick, then 8, grabbed hold of his younger brother as Eric was dangled out the 14th-floor window of an abandoned apartment in the Wells development.

But the killers, two boys ages 10 and 11, were determined. One of them bit Derrick's hand to make him let go. And then they let go, too.

Derrick, with poignant innocence, recounted that he ran down 14 flights of stairs in an attempt to catch his brother. But it took Eric's small body just three seconds to hit the ground. "It's something you'll never forget, the way he died," Lela Morse said.

It isn't clear who should have been watching the boys that day; an investigation never was done, DCFS documents say.

The Morse children "lived a transient life" with Toni Morse, "moving frequently and sometimes being left in the care of friends or relatives," according to DCFS records obtained by the Tribune.

"(Morse's) commitment to her children seems to be in words only," one DCFS social worker wrote.

Morse could not be reached and did not respond to repeated requests, relayed through her family and her attorney, for an interview.

But the record speaks for itself. In kindergarten, Derrick was absent more than half the time. In 1st grade, he missed 60 days, failing math, science, spelling and social studies.

The situation grew worse after Eric was killed. Derrick's 4th-grade report said he was "inattentive, disruptive, disobedient and talkative, disrespectful toward adults."

Morse has filed a wrongful-death suit in Cook Circuit Court against the Chicago Housing Authority and two other businesses, saying the building Eric was thrown out of wasn't properly secured or monitored.

She claims in the suit that Derrick has suffered significantly from his brother's death. But she has been virtually no comfort to the boy.

In the wake of Eric's death, Derrick was placed at the Hephzibah Children's Association's facility in Oak Park for children with domestic or emotional difficulties. But Morse visited him there only once, speaking little and acting as though she were angry, a DCFS report says. She left after 20 minutes.

Derrick has the added burden of living in the shadow of a brother whose resolve to do right at all costs has gilded his memory with an otherworldly sheen. At Eric's funeral, Rev. Dennis Riley called the dead boy "Saint Eric Morse."

"It's impossible," said Bennett Leventhal, professor of psychiatry and pediatrics at the University of Chicago. "Brothers normally have conflicts with one another, so you have these sort of ambivalent feelings, knowing your brother does crummy things sometimes."

In December 1995, after Morse gave birth to a daughter who tested positive for cocaine, the state took temporary custody of Derrick, the newborn baby and another brother. The two boys were placed with Morse's sister, Arletha.

But after a social worker found them alone in Morse's house in July 1996, the state took custody again. And Derrick, still struggling with the death of his brother, was placed in Hephzibah.

At Whittier School in Oak Park, Derrick's academic performance improved markedly, DCFS records say. But he continued being disruptive and picking on other children.

Then Alvin Bush called.

Immediately upon hearing that Derrick was at Hephzibah, Bush picked up the phone. What would he have to do to get custody of the boy? he asked.

In February, Derrick moved in with the Bushes.

The Bush home on South Sangamon Street, with a scalloped yellow awning, is a long way from Chicago's notorious public housing developments to the north, where most of the Morse family lives.

"Welcome to the Sangamon Block," a sign outside says. "No loitering, peddling, littering, ballplaying or speeding."

Derrick seems happy here, Peggy Bush said. The boy walks on his hands in a house of glass and mirrors.

Whether his mother's indifference bothers him is unclear. Asked if he misses her, he nods. But unprompted, Derrick says virtually nothing about his mother or his brother, Alvin Bush said. And he keeps no photographs or mementos of either in his room.

Derrick thinks of Eric whenever he does forward flips in the yard, which Eric taught him to do. He used to see Eric in his sleep more than he does now, used to have nightmares.

But, now, when he dreams up his little brother, the two of them are swimming. Or going to the candy store. Derrick still sees a psychologist once a week, but he is making steady improvement.

The Morses are a family schooled in loss, death often overshadowing life. They gathered Sept. 22, during the first hours of autumn, to usher in the dying season with a party in honor of two relatives lost to the treachery of the South Side.

The family marks Eric's death on the first day of fall instead of on the anniversary of his death so they can also memorialize Lela Morse's son, Kirk Morse, on Kirk's birthday.

Kirk died in 1986 after being shot and beaten during a fight in the wee hours of the morning over a disputed roll in a sidewalk craps game.

Toni Morse, who lived across the street from the place where Kirk, her brother, was killed, sat on the doorstep that night, sobbing.

She was eight months' pregnant with Derrick.

That time, the Morses grieved alone. When Eric died, the world took note. The outpouring included a grave site among strangers donated by Homewood Memorial Gardens--a place family members rarely visit because it is too far away and because no other relatives are buried there.

But birth can be as tragic as death. At 12:10 on a hot summer afternoon in July, another boy was born at the University of Chicago's Wyler Children's Hospital, and he looked like Eric Morse. His name: Dante Watson. His mother: Toni Morse.

As Eric did more than eight years ago, Dante tested positive at birth for opiates. But his mother, who last worked as a housekeeper at a Motel 6 on East Ontario Street, has not been to visit him since he was taken from her at the hospital and placed in a treatment center. And Lela Morse can barely remember his name.

Except for this: His middle name, she thinks, is Eric.

