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Officers gathered cash, then his thoughts

APPLETON, Wis.

A

s Matt Harris frantically ran here and there Monday in the middle of Appleton's Franklin Street, chasing someone else's lost money as a stiff wind blew $20 and $50 bills about like leaves, he had a choice to make that could inform the rest of his life — and maybe even a life yet unborn.

Turn the money in? Or pocket it?

Harris, who holds down two jobs, including that of an officer on the Oshkosh police force, could use the extra cash. Sometime in late May or early June, Harris, 26, will celebrate with his wife, Erin, the birth of their first child. There are defining moments in every life, and some you can plan for.

But the defining moment Harris faced Monday on Franklin Street arrived unexpected and unbidden, like the knock on the door as you're stepping out of the shower.

It happened while Harris was off-duty and working his second job. Besides working third shift as an Oshkosh police officer, he also works for Attic Correctional Services.

Attic works in concert with the state to keep an eye on ex-cons in transition: those living on their own after serving jail or prison time.

Whereas a probation or parole officer checks to make sure the newly free aren't breaking any laws or any of the terms of their release, Attic employees such as Harris check to make sure they're tending to the little things that engender success and combat recidivism: cleaning their homes, laundering their clothes, looking for work.

On Wednesday afternoon, he visited a man who was cooking dinner while watching TV. At another apartment, he unlocked the thermostat and turned up the heat at the tenant's request.

On Monday, Harris was hurrying to make his rounds on a gusty afternoon when he drove past a skittering swirl of trash in the middle of Franklin Street. Though it looked like money, he guessed it wasn't real and he drove on by.

But a half-block later, Harris turned his Hyundai Sonata around and he and his cocker spaniel headed back toward the trash. The money had looked too real.

Parking, getting out of the car and scrambling after the blowing money up and down a stretch of Franklin about eight houses long, Harris saw that it was, indeed, real. He scooped up $20 bills and $50 bills. He felt like a kid in a candy store.

Oh, this is awesome, he thought.

Should he keep it?

"Obviously, there's that temptation," Harris says. "If anyone who's ever been in that kind of situation says there's not, they're lying."

Though Harris threw his slender 5-foot-11 frame around Franklin Street for five minutes, it took him all of two seconds, he says, to decide what sort of cop, man and father he was going to be — to decide to turn the money in. Two seconds is less time than it's taking you to read this sentence.

His wife says, "I'm willing to bet it was even less time than that."

Perhaps. But even an instant can reverberate through the rest of a life. After Harris counted and turned the money into Appleton police — it was $684.50, enough, his wife noted, to buy a crib and stroller for their baby — he thought about the lifelong importance of the second or two during which he decided to do the right thing.

One of his thoughts was this: Lives were lost in Crandon because another cop, faced with a different choice, didn't keep his head about him at an emotional moment.

Though Harris's moment of truth doesn't come close to comparing to that of Tyler Peterson, the Crandon police officer who shot to death six young people last month before killing himself, it speaks eloquently in its own way to the choices we make and how they build us up or tear us down.

Harris also thought of his unborn child. Though he doesn't yet know whether the baby will be a boy or a girl, he believes the decision he made on Franklin Street sets the stage for how he will raise that child.

A friend on the police force told Harris that, since having a kid, he's always aware of having to be a role model. Find a single dollar on the floor of the mall and you turn it in, if only to set an example.

By turning in the money so it could be traced back to and returned to Darreld Wilk of Appleton, who had thrown it out by accident while housecleaning after a death in the family, Harris spared Wilk further grief.

There are all kinds of heroism. There's the dramatic kind. Though Harris never has fired his gun while on duty, he has had his share of excitement and exhibited his share of bravery.

In July 2005, he climbed a ladder up the side of a burning house in which some children and their father were trapped, kicked out the window, cleared the remaining shards away with his baton and helped the man escape the flames.

And then there's the quiet kind of heroism: working two jobs for the sake of family; taking the measure of those things we hand down to the yet unborn; waging the toughest battle that a cop or any other human being can wage — that in which we overcome ourselves.

