Chicago Tribune, December 7, 1997, Sunday, Page One

Killings steal rural innocence

Juvenile violence no longer sole province ot big cities

WEST PADUCAH, Ky.

None of the blue metal lockers lining the halls of rural Heath High School bears a lock. "It's a trusting school," 16-year-old Olivia Edwards said.

Jessica James, a quiet girl, had locker No. 250. By all accounts, she was trusting too. Now her locker, with its taped-on roses, speaks of innocence lost. 

Much that marked this small western Kentucky town was lost the morning a 14-year-old freshman allegedly stood with his back to the trophy case, his wispy frame reflected in the glass in front of the girls state golf award, and opened fire on a prayer group in the school's lobby.

When the youth was done, Jessica and two other students were fatally wounded, shattering the sense of safety that pervaded West Paducah and other small towns across the country before a media-fueled invasion of big-city images and problems made their way to rural America.

McCracken County residents, struggling to make sense of what happened at Heath High, find themselves suddenly thrust into a new world. Like their big-city counterparts, school officials and sheriff's deputies searched backpacks as students arrived at school. "I felt our trust was sort of gone," said David Honey, 17.

At an emergency school board meeting of 100 parents suddenly worried sick about security, Principal Bill Bond threatened to quit if metal detectors were installed. "We don't want our schools to become prisons," board member Randy Wright grumbled.

Yet rural America is faced with a hard truth: The once-comforting distance to Chicago, New York, Los Angeles and other urban centers is not as long, nor as shielding, as it once was.

In West Paducah, a collision of small-town frustrations and big-city images in a teen's heart might have caused the explosion police are struggling to explain.

The youth charged in the shooting of the three girls, all of them members of a prayer circle, has told authorities he saw a scene similar to that at Heath only once before, in a movie called "The Basketball Diaries." The film, set in New York City, features troubled teens who attend a parochial high school, where one of them guns down classmates and a teacher.

In an age of mass-media overload, rural children no longer are insulated. "If you eliminated TVs and probably movies and a few other things, you might have a truly rural area," said Hubert Williams, president of the Police Foundation in Washington, D.C.. "But we live in a super-media society, where the entire globe is before us."

"Kids experience more violence through film and music, and it's caused a general desensitization of feelings about violence," said Peter Sheras, a clinical psychologist at the University of Virginia.

By some accounts, the teen arrested in the slayings expressed disbelief that he had done what he did. "He just looked like a very disturbed, sorry little boy," McCracken County Sheriff Frank Augustus said. "He's very emotional and very sorry he's done it."

The shooting at Heath is the latest in a series of horror stories at schools that suggest rural areas are as fertile for juvenile violence as the nation's cities.

Before the Heath shootings, the most notable recent case of school violence was at Pearl High School in Mississippi.

Police say 16-year-old Luke Woodham shot nine students, two fatally, when he went to school with a rifle Oct. 1 after stabbing his mother to death with a butcher knife.

"They're starting to face the stresses and pressures we used to associate with urban areas," Sheras said of small-town children.

These days, rural is only rural in geographical terms, Williams said.

"We're finding there's not a great deal of difference between urban and rural," said Richard Clayton of the University of Kentucky's Center for Prevention Research, which conducted a study of teenagers and their use of guns, drugs and alcohol.

In some ways, the potential for violence might be greater in rural areas, where children have greater access to guns but lack the social services and safety nets of urban kids, experts say.

The death of small towns doesn't help. A long-familiar sense of community is eroding as franchise fast-food outlets and other national businesses come to rural America, leaving Main Street bypassed and forgotten.

"Community is one of the deterrents to this kind of thing," Sheras said. "With the disintegration of community, you would expect to see a rise in that type of alienation and the behavior that results from it."
Even in a school such as Heath, surrounded by rolling fields, hay bales and tractors, there is no escaping urban influences.

On a farm next to the high school, tobacco still hangs drying. But the school has been transformed. A banner in one classroom window last week read, "Pray for us."

The lobby overflowed with flowers, notes and letters, and posters of support from other schools lined the walls. "We can forgive but never forget," a purple one said.

Another had a photo of the youth charged in the slayings, set inside a heart just like all the victims. Where he had stood Monday morning there sat a spray of bright yellow mums, and above where each victim crumpled to the floor, a construction-paper butterfly hung from the ceiling.

Even after the victims' burials Friday, sadness and fear lingered. "The halls are a lot more quiet now," said Nathan Metzger, 16, a student at Heath. "It's going to take a while to get over it."

Beyond the school, West Paducah residents are only beginning to discover how much they lost that day. Gone is the peace of mind that residents felt as a close-knit rural community.

"I thought this was the safest place in the world. You know, down here in the country," said Phyllis Sullivan, a McCracken County school bus driver for 28 years.

Given the prevalence of guns, rural schools might be more susceptible to tragic outbursts of juvenile violence because they have fewer safeguards in place, said Bill Modzeleski, director of the U.S. Department of Education's Safe and Drug-Free Schools Program. "Urban schools have already taken rather extreme measures to root out violent crime in schools," he said. "It's very easy for a young man to walk into a high school in West Paducah or Pearl with a bunch of guns."

In Montana, a predominantly rural state, 12.4 percent of students surveyed said they had carried a gun to school, while in New Jersey, a largely urban state, 9.5 percent said they had.

About 40 percent of school-related violent deaths occur in rural or suburban areas, Modzeleski said.

"It kind of makes a mockery of this notion that people kill, guns don't," Williams said. "What we find is people you wouldn't expect using those weapons to kill innocent victims."

Meanwhile, President Clinton devoted his weekly radio address to the slayings and said he had ordered law-enforcement and education officials to start work on an annual report card on school violence.

"We know more about the overall patterns of car theft in America than we do about the harm that comes to our children at school," he said.

Urban schools generally have better services to help troubled teens, thereby warding off trouble, experts say. What happened Monday morning in the lobby of Heath High School didn't happen on the spur of the moment.

"There are signs long before they do what they do," said Myrna Shure, a psychologist at Allegheny University of the Health Sciences in Philadelphia.

Before the shooting, the boy charged in the slayings had warned a friend, Ben Strong, to stay away from the prayer group that day, but no one imagined he was capable of shooting anyone.

"He was always happy, a great guy," Metzger said. "Always smiling and joking around. It was shocking when he did this."

The son of a prominent local defense attorney, the boy charged in the killings "comes from a very good family," Augustus said.

The morning of the shootings, the boy rode to school with his sister, five guns wrapped in quilts. When she asked him what he had, he told her it was a science project, Augustus said.

Augustus has assigned four detectives to the case, the biggest his department has worked. He thinks at least one other person was involved in the planning, but he is waiting for the suspect, who is detained at an undisclosed location outside McCracken County, to explain himself.

"Everybody across the nation wants to know why," Augustus said.

But the thoughts of most people in McCracken County are of the children who rode to church in three white hearses last week.

"Education is a lot more than just learning about reading and writing," Bond said. "They will never face in their lives a worse tragedy than in the last few days.

"Our students have learned a very hard, cruel lesson."

David Honey stayed until midnight Tuesday to finish designing a Web site in honor of the victims. He can't rest, anyway.

"We've all grown older," Honey said. "I'll never get over it. My life has changed. I just say my prayers to them and other people and then try to go to sleep. Just go to sleep and hope tomorrow will be a better day."

As the school board met across town, students huddled Wednesday night at Concord Assembly of God Church behind the mall. They held hands. They prayed. They sobbed.

"You're turning that school around, God," said 16-year-old Ben Harp as he bounced on his sneakers in the prayer circle, his eyes squinted shut.

"I think we ought to pray for the family and the young man that committed the crime," Pastor Bobby Strong said.

The pastor's son, Ben, left the keyboard long enough to oblige his father.

"Lord God, I pray for (him) God," Ben mumbled, the features of his face twisted, his hair clinging in sweaty strings to his forehead. "You feel the turmoil he's going through."

Ben, a lanky teenager who plays football for Heath and saxophone for the school's jazz band, persuaded the boy charged in the slayings to lay down his gun Monday morning, Bond said.

The two boys--one tall and athletic, the other short and slightly built, casual friends as different as night and day--were standing face-to-face in the lobby when Bond ran out of his office.

"I was hoping they were fireworks," Bond said. But he knew better. Bond owns a gun exactly like the .22 his student was using and often fires it at the shooting range. He knows the sound.

"There it was, absolutely a rhythm," he said.

At the visitation Thursday, friends and classmates used markers to write messages on the coffins. A few miles away, straight out U.S. Highway 62 not far past the BP gas station, a solitary red pickup truck crunched along a gravel drive in the twilight on its way to the back of Mt. Zion Cemetery.

There, Beatrice Grubbs climbed down and walked toward plot Q53 with her husband, Bobby. The gravesite was marked only with a small, temporary plaque to show the gravedigger where to do his work come morning. "Kayce Steger," the marker said. "Sept. 27, 1982-Dec. 1, 1997."

Bobby Grubbs, a member of the cemetery committee and friend of the family, checked his plot book to make sure the grave was marked off properly.

Beatrice Grubbs, the girl's great-aunt, stopped and looked down at the marker.

"It's such a waste," she said softly.

