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In moment of fury, family is shattered

No easy answers after mom, son die


His coffin was dark blue. Hers was a lighter shade and a perfect match in every way.

They lay side by side in church for their double funeral and were buried beside each other in Oak Woods Cemetery, where geese from the Lake of Memories track footprints across the snow-dusted graves. 

It must have seemed to passersby that Cedonia Buckley and her son, Daniel K. Buckley, had lived and died inseparably. But police, grief-stricken relatives and Case File No. 163 at the Cook County medical examiner's office tell a much different story, one of a loving, respected and God-fearing middle-class family torn apart by drugs, madness, fear and a night of deadly violence involving mother and child. 

In the early morning darkness Nov. 8, Buckley, 37, allegedly beat his father, Claude Buckley, and fatally stabbed his mother, Cedonia--a former postal worker and retired schoolteacher who was active in her South Side community and church--before dying mysteriously on the lawn outside his parents' house.

What happened at the little bungalow on East 86th Place horrified and mystified those who thought they knew Buckley, a flamboyant former Cook County public defender. The case is an urban Gothic tale set against the backdrop of Chicago's quiet Chatham neighborhood, where Buckley had lived with his parents since July while sorting through troubles in his personal life.

Family in disbelief

So great was Buckley's affection for his mother that some family members--even Claude, who escaped from the house at the urging of his doomed wife by crashing head-first through a storm window after Buckley hit him with a shotgun--cling to the notion of a mystery killer. But police say there is no indication of an intruder; though the case remains open while authorities await the results of toxicology tests, detectives believe Buckley killed his mother, who had taken him with her to college classes at Chicago State University when he was a boy.

A doctor at the medical examiner's office has determined that Buckley had high levels of cocaine in his system that night. With no broken bones or other serious injuries, he appears to have died primarily of an overdose, the doctor said.

"Who would have predicted this day?" Rev. Myron McCoy of St. Mark United Methodist Church said in his eulogy Nov. 15--one that he was glad to have a week to prepare.

"There are no easy answers."

The wait for police to provide those answers has been excruciating for family members.

"We do need some answers," said Sandra Robinson, Buckley's older sister. "I figure they're in the last two hours of his life.

"What triggered the fury?"

Privately, members of the Buckley family suspected that drugs were behind the tragedy. Buckley, a graduate of the John Marshall Law School who was admitted to the bar in 1992, had access to narcotics for years, Robinson said. As a public defender, he had worked drug cases in night court until he became disillusioned with his job and the court system and set off to start a private practice.

Strong-willed and driven, impatient and outspoken, Buckley was forced several years ago to abandon a plan to run for state representative when he failed to get the required number of signatures on a petition to make it onto the ballot. His attempt to enter politics was a reflection of his desire to reshape a world with which he often found himself at odds, family member say.

Buckley had trouble working for others or bowing to authority and was extremely sensitive about perceived slights he attributed to racism, Robinson said; at least one judge cited him for contempt of court. Others threatened to do so.

But the side of Buckley his family and friends saw was different, more loving and tender and patient, Robinson said.

"I do know Cedonia dearly loved her son," McCoy said. "In fact, she doted over him.

"And he was totally devoted to his mother."

Change in demeanor

Several years ago, however, Buckley began to change. Friends, including neighbor Mike Davis, say that Buckley, whom McCoy used to chide about not coming to church more often, suddenly grew devoutly religious and took to carrying around a Bible.

He grew distant and distracted, Robinson said.

"In the last few years he was pushing &lsqb;family&rsqb; away, pushing people away," Robinson said. "I think it was drugs."

Robinson feared he had worked one too many drug-trafficking cases and become mixed up in that world. Her suspicions grew in June when Buckley, a burly man who played running back in high school, suffered a mysterious beating at the hands of attackers whose faces he could not remember and motives he could not guess; was it a carjacking?

Buckley vaguely recalled being thrown into the trunk of a car, but after that he remembered little or nothing of the attack, Robinson said. Briefly hospitalized with a lump on his head and cuts on his hands and arms, he filed no charges against anyone in connection with the assault.

While Buckley recovered from his injuries, his law practice suffered; friends and colleagues didn't see him in the Cook County courthouse at 26th Street and California Avenue for weeks.

When he moved in with his parents in July after breaking up with a live-in girlfriend, he was a different person, Robinson said.

Once loud, blustery and fearless--"He was the type of guy, you either loved him or hated him," Robinson said. "He made a lot of enemies"--Buckley began carrying a handgun and kept the house "loaded for bear," Robinson said. He would leave the house on weekends and check into a hotel so nobody could find him, Claude said.

"He was a loner in many ways," Robinson said.

Once, Buckley went to see a psychologist, but he never went back. His presence at his parents' house was disruptive and often upsetting, Claude Buckley said.

"All the problems he had brought to us, I was secretly hoping he would find someplace else" to live, the Claude Buckley said.

Daniel Buckley wasn't the only person in the bungalow tormented by unseen forces, Robinson said. His 78-year-old mother was showing signs of dementia and had been diagnosed with late-onset schizophrenia, for which she was taking a number of prescription medications, Robinson said.

Robinson and Buckley disagreed over whether their mother, who reported hearing the voices of witches and would cock her head while listening to them, should be hospitalized. Buckley wanted to keep her at home, though mother and son seemed to be feeding off each other's delusions, Robinson said.

Illness plagued mom

Formerly warm, robust and active in her community and church, Cedonia had lost 100 pounds over two years and often seemed out of touch with reality. Whenever a crease furrowed her brow, Cedonia's children knew she was drifting. This fall she asked Robinson if she would join her in a meeting with the witches. The meeting would be soon, she promised.

And then it would all be over, Robinson recalled her mother saying in a chilling portent; the end, Cedonia said, was coming--on Nov. 8.

Late on Nov. 7, neighbor Mike Davis saw Buckley coming home.

"He had this camouflage outfit on," Davis said. "I said, 'Danny, you look crazy as a bed bug, man. What are you on?'

"And he said, 'Aw, man, I'm just ready to go to war, dog.'"

'Out of this world'

A few hours later, in the dark hours before dawn on Nov. 8, Claude Buckley awoke to find his agitated son standing over him in the bedroom, holding a shotgun.

Pointing it at the ceiling, Daniel clicked the shotgun open once, seemingly to see if it was loaded, Claude Buckley said.

"He told me to sit on the bed. He told my wife to lie down on the floor behind the bed.

"He was acting sort of out of this world."

Buckley struck his father in the chest with the butt of the shotgun, saying, "'You shouldn't have said that,'" Claude recalled.

Then he announced, "It's time"--and left the room, headed downstairs.

Cedonia urged her husband to go for help.

"She said, 'You go through the storm window and then to the neighbor's,'" he recalled.

Buckley jumped through the storm pane of the open window and ran for help.

"I was pretty sure my wife was going to be safe," Buckley said. "He was so fond of her."

Bleeding from the cuts he received jumping through the window, the elder Buckley lay on a towel on a neighbor's living room floor as the neighbor phoned police and the final chilling scenes played out at his own house.

When police arrived they found Daniel Buckley dead on the lawn below a bedroom window. Cedonia's body, slashed about the head and shoulders, was in a closet, Robinson said.

Several miles away, Robinson woke from a nightmare to hear the phone ringing.

The caller ID said it was 3:47 a.m.

"Danny's done gone crazy," Robinson heard her father say when she picked up the receiver.

Daniel Buckley's final descent into madness is a riddle to family members and friends.

"With Dan, you always thought he was young," said Christopher Millet, a friend of Buckley's who offered him space in his suburban law office when he went into private practice.

"He was doing his thing, he was from a middle-class environment, he had both parents, and they were a very loving family.

"Even when he'd break up with his girlfriends or whatever, he didn't seem to be too emotional. He was pretty resilient and well raised. A good gene pool.

"I don't know what to make of this one, friend."

Buckley phoned Millet the night of Nov. 7 and seemed fine.

"He knew I'd just ended a relationship, so he was showing me some love," Millet said. "He said, 'God'll save you because you're one of the good guys.'

"He was talking about Ferraris and town homes. About he knows a guy who's leasing exotic cars. He was trying to get me to move to South Shore from the northwest suburbs.

"Then the next day I wake up and--hell no, I didn't believe it."

Memories help family

Struggling to reconcile the violent deaths of two loved ones, one at the hand of another, family members cling to their best memories of both. His double funeral with his mother seemed as natural and lacking in tension or family factions as if the two had died together in a car wreck, friends say.

"I'm grieving for my brother more than for my mother, because he was almost like my oldest child," Robinson said.

Left to sort through the tragedy from its most unenviable vantage point is 83-year-old Claude Buckley, a slightly built retired postal worker with eyeglasses as thick as Coke-bottle bottoms.

Buckley clings to the notion that his son did not do the horrible thing that police and circumstances suggest.

"I've convinced myself there was somebody else in the house," he said. "It had been ransacked. There had to have been some terrific battle.

"That gave me a bit of solace."

"The whole thing to me is a mystery," said Buckley.

"I have no animosity toward him, just curiosity," he said of his son. "How could a person with such opportunities in life go so bad?"

