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A New Year’s mystery deepens

Police have no clues in the Jan. 1 disappearance of Brian Welzien

On a snowy winter afternoon, in a cramped and stuffy office on the second floor of Chicago's Belmont District police station, Detective John DeBartolo ripped a manila folder in half and tossed it in the wastebasket beside his desk.

Landing face-up in the trash, the tab on the folder bore the name of Brian Welzien. 

Almost a month after Welzien turned up missing early New Year's Day, the investigation of his disappearance had outgrown its file, forcing DeBartolo to discard the original folder and find a bigger one. And still there was nothing in File No. F001135 that provided a clue to the whereabouts of Stephany Welzien's only child.

Welzien, a 21-year-old finance student with a 3.8 grade-point average at Northern Illinois University, vanished early Jan. 1 after celebrating New Year's at a bar in Lincoln Park and being dropped off by a friend in front of a Gold Coast hotel.

Since then the story has spiked in and out of the news and public consciousness. Grasping at possibilities rather than an actual tip, police ran into another dead end one morning last week, after cutting a hole in the ice covering Lincoln Park's South Lagoon. German shepherds trained to detect the scent of a body found nothing. Divers searching Lake Michigan Jan. 15 also found nothing.

On Sunday--two days after the owner of a Chicago-area trucking company donated $15,000 toward the reward Welzien's family has offered for information leading to his return, bringing the total to $25,000--DeBartolo worked the phone in his office, fielding and returning calls from tipsters.

But though scenes and updates from the search have provided the city with fleeting glimpses of the eerie void where Welzien used to be, for those at the heart of the case--those who devote their days and nights to finding Welzien--it has been a constant and frustrating preoccupation.

"Nothing makes any sense," Stephany Welzien said. "I feel like I'm walking around with one shoe off."

Stymied investigators shake their heads and think of their own children as they work overtime to find the liberating clue, the ending that never comes: "Everybody we talked to couldn't tell us anything," DeBartolo said.

Though this is just one of many missing-persons cases--there are 25,000 in the city each year--it is unlike any DeBartolo has seen before, a mystery with a brand of drama and desperation all its own.

"There's always some reason. There's a reason a person is missing," DeBartolo said.

"But this kid . . . "

The story behind the story of a missing-persons case is one that the public never sees, one in which detectives check out hundreds of leads; field and return countless phones calls; watch hours of videotape from restaurants where someone might have seen something; rummage through trash bins and knock on doors; and listen patiently to crackpots, dreamers and fortunetellers.

"Another psychic," Sgt. Bill DeGiulio announced one afternoon recently as he stopped in the doorway of DeBartolo's office waving a phone message.

DeBartolo leaned forward in his chair, took the message and rubbed his brow with stout fingers. High-profile mysteries--the final resting place of Jimmy Hoffa, say, or the fate of Helen Brach--typically bring a lot of calls from psychics offering tips. Most are too vague to follow, and virtually none pans out.

But how do you ignore a tip, especially in this case?

"We're hoping for just that right phone call," DeBartolo said.

One psychic called to say Welzien was being held captive in a building at Cabrini-Green. Another, citing Solomon, advised Stephany Welzien's private investigator, Don Johnson of VTS Inc., to check for Welzien inside pillars and smokestacks. And an Indiana caller said she sees Welzien wandering lost and homeless through her dreams on his way to Denver.

But a month after Welzien's disappearance, the calls have dwindled. Before the reward increased last week, the number of tips had fallen off to almost nothing.

In the end, police have their own equation for how likely it is they will get a break in the case. Though DeBartolo found one man after 20 years missing, generally the first 24 hours are crucial.

"I'd love to see this guy walk in here and turn himself in," DeBartolo said. "But I don't think we're going to find him alive."

The city seems to have swallowed Welzien whole at the dawn of the new year--"a Y2K story," said Sgt. Bob Battalini of the city's Belmont Area youth division.

"In 34 years on the job, I can name four or five cases that have been mysteries," Battalini said. "But at least we had reasonable suspects or scenarios. This is the first time I can recall that we don't have anything."

The disappearance of one mother's brown-eyed boy holds a special fascination for residents of Chicago's Gold Coast, whose prim, narrow streets lined with high-rises, stately brownstones and exclusive shops are supposed to be some of the city's safest.

It all began when Welzien, a suburban college student, came to Chicago New Year's Eve night with two boyhood buddies, Nick Young and Mike Wittrup. After dropping off Wittrup's Toyota Camry at the Omni Ambassador East Hotel, where they planned to spend the night in a friend's room, the three took a $6 cab ride to a North Side bar called Irish Eyes.

The dim little pub is a typical Lincoln Park haunt, full of the malty smell of imported beer. On the jukebox is a selection ranging from Mariah Carey to ZZ Top.

Tickets to the pub's private New Year's Eve party went for $75 a head. Organizers sold 150. When Charles Glasner, manager and bartender, left at 10:15 on Dec. 31, about 130 people were packed inside.

It was 11:15 p.m. when Welzien arrived with his friends. He wore a brown sweater, brown pants and brown shoes. At 5 foot 9 and 145 pounds, Welzien wasn't big, but he was solidly built, with the stout neck of an athlete. He played soccer and ran track.

Welzien, an only child, had grown even closer to his mother since the death of his father in August 1998. Richard Welzien died of a heart attack.

"It's been really tough for him," Stephany Welzien said of her boy.

Mother and son leaned on each other. He called her twice a week from school.

Welzien didn't tell his mother he was going to Chicago for New Year's Eve. She might have worried had she known, she said. But she trusted him. And she trusted his friends.

Welzien and Young had been buddies for eight years, since meeting at their parents' suburban church. They had a running joke about which one cleaned his room less frequently--a joke symbolized by two containers of tic tacs perched atop the bulletin board on Welzien's room at his mother's house. Who would want to eat tic tacs from a room like that? Each swore he would be the last to touch them.

For his entree to the party at Irish Eyes, Welzien could thank Young, who knew the disc jockey. In the bar the trio met and chatted with three more friends, including Northern student Reid Cain. And, police say, Welzien drank too many Long Island iced teas.

When the six left the bar at 2:15 a.m. and realized they wouldn't all fit in Cain's Nissan Maxima for the ride to the hotel, Young and Wittrup--Welzien's closest friends in the group--split off and proceeded to another bar. But Welzien, woozy from the alcohol he had consumed, left with Cain and two others and rode toward the Ambassador East.

Haunting image

When Cain pulled up in front of the hotel, two of his passengers got out and went inside the hotel. But Welzien, who had fallen asleep on the way, stayed in the car and threw up.

"Get out," Cain recalls telling him, annoyed.

As he drove away, eastbound toward the dark swell of Lake Michigan, Cain caught a glimpse of Welzien--an image framed in his rearview mirror and etched in his mind.

Cain saw Welzien stagger and sway in the street.

Then Cain turned the corner.

Upon finding a place to park two blocks away, he walked back to the hotel and rode an elevator to the 11th floor.

"The lights were off," he recalls. "I crashed to the bed."

Wittrup and Young arrived at 4 a.m. to find three of their friends asleep but no sign of Welzien. They went back out to look for their friend, peering up and down side streets and dark alleys. At 6 a.m. they gave up and returned to the hotel, hoping Welzien would show up. But when they woke at 12:30 p.m., they saw no sign of him.

At 12:55 p.m., from a phone at the concierge's desk, they dialed 911--setting in motion an all-too-familiar routine at the Chicago Police Department.

Another missing person

Regardless of circumstance, certain procedures are followed whenever police field a missing-persons report. Calls are made--to the morgue, to area hospitals, to central booking. District police notify headquarters. Someone enters the report in the computer and in the national database used for keeping track of criminals and missing persons. And a fax is sent to detectives in the district stationhouse whose jurisdiction encompasses the area of the disappearance.

Battalini was on duty when the fax machine on the second floor of the Belmont District station began to hum New Year's Day. He peeled the report from the machine and studied it. College kid didn't show up where his buddies thought he should be on New Year's Day. Nothing too unusual. The police get lots of reports of missing persons every day--runaway kids, walkaways from group homes, senior citizens who don't come back after their evening walks.

"We can't pull out all stops on every case," Battalini said. "Most missings clear themselves up."

But when the cop called Young that evening, something in Young's voice made Battalini sit up a little straighter.

It had been a long day for Young. Unable to find Welzien, he had left Chicago between 4 and 5 in the afternoon and returned home to DeKalb. The others had gone home, too--except for Cain and one of his friends, who had been planning a vacation in New Jersey.

Setting out for the East Coast, Cain asked the others to let him know when they found Welzien. But hours later Young still had no word of Welzien.

"Did you talk to his mother?" Battalini asked him.

"I've called her a couple times, but I never told her he was missing," the cop recalls Young saying. "I just said did you hear from Brian?

"I didn't want to alarm her."

Battalini dialed Stephany Welzien.

The phone rang inside a prim, little white-and-blue house in Elgin.

"Brian's missing," Battalini said. "But don't worry--we don't lose people."

Stephany Welzien's mind raced. Was this a joke?

"He's probably in DeKalb with friends," she told Battalini.

"That may be," Battalini countered.

"But it's his friends who are the ones calling us."

That night Battalini and other investigators visited the Ambassador East. A doorman had spotted a man matching Welzien's description getting sick near the curb across the street at about 3:45 a.m.

It was the last anyone had seen of Welzien.

Joining the investigation

After church on Jan. 2, Stephany Welzien hired a private investigator with a firm recommended by someone in the congregation.

"Usually these things kind of build slow," Battalini said. "In this case, the people who knew him best immediately felt something was wrong."

About 40 friends gathered at the Welzien house and left in a caravan for Chicago. They visited Battalini at the station then split into groups. All of them posted and passed out fliers with Welzien's photo on them.

"He just disappeared," said Johnson, the private investigator. "It's unbelievable."

A parent's nightmare

Johnson, who keeps his 33-year-old daughter's baby shoes on the dashboard of his Oldsmobile 88, knows a parent's nightmare when he see one.

"How do you go through life as a mother not knowing where your baby's at?" he said.

Since Welzien disappeared, Johnson has walked the city with a roll of masking tape and a folder under his arm, putting up fliers.

"Hope they find him," Greyhound employee Janice Austin told him one morning as he put one up beside a clock at the bus station on West Harrison.

Detective at work

DeBartolo has been working the case since Jan. 4. The 31-year veteran has spent eight years looking for missing adults.

With a photo of his own college-age son above his desk, DeBartolo started looking for Welzien by calling the bank and credit card companies. Then he drove to DeKalb to visit Welzien's roommates at their off-campus apartment, where he looked at Welzien's e-mail and peered inside the refrigerator.

"There wasn't even a beer can or a bottle of wine anywhere in his refrigerator," DeBartolo said.

On a tip DeBartolo visited the Dunkin' Donuts at State and Lake Streets. He sat for hours watching videotape from the store's security cameras and decided Welzien had not gone looking for doughnuts.

"He was an average kid," DeBartolo said. "He could be anywhere. Put a baseball cap on this kid, he could be any yuppie down on Clybourn."

"I still think he's out there," Stephany Welzien said. "I just think he hit his head and who knows where he is."

Friends take it hard

As the days wear on and hope wears thin, Welzien's friends wrestle with a growing sense of guilt.

"It's difficult," Young said. "I just try to keep my mind off it."

Police grilled Welzien's friends for hours. Cain, whose only previous brush with the law was a traffic ticket, said detectives called him a liar.

"They said I was going to jail, that I was covering something up," he said. "It was scary."

In the end, however, the police don't think it's likely Welzien's friends had anything to do with his disappearance. What probably happened was that Welzien fell prey to a stranger, Battalini said. He has a name for that scenario.

He calls it The Big Unknown.


