A SOLDIER’S LONG RIDE HOME

MILWAUKEE

F

irst out of the cargo hold of Midwest Airlines Flight 305 was a baby stroller, then a child's car seat.

And then, slowly, through the labored machinations of a team of airline employees in orange vests, there emerged one end of a long white crate.

"That's it right there," Robert Karrmann said softly as he stared at the strange cargo through the rain-beaded windshield of the hearse he had driven onto the tarmac at General Mitchell International Airport.

Inside the crate was a casket: that containing the remains of Sgt. James W. McDonald, the Neenah native who was found dead the morning of Nov. 12 in his barracks at Fort Hood, Texas.

The final leg of McDonald's final trip home had begun.

In a shiny black Cadillac hearse with 70,000 miles on it, Karrmann drove McDonald's body Saturday afternoon from Milwaukee through the lonely brown sprawl of rural Wisconsin to Neenah, the town where he was born and raised, and, where, early this week, he will be buried. 

The two-hour trip under dull milky skies traversed the two worlds of Sgt. McDonald, who was at once a military man and the boy next door — "Our Own American Hero," as one welcoming banner read, but also, still and always, Little Jim from Irene Street.

Though McDonald didn't die in Iraq (the Army has not said how he died, so even his family doesn't know), his death and homecoming have brought the war to Neenah, which has had no problem taking the measure of McDonald and finding him a hero even though he didn't die in action.

Joan McDonald considers her son McDonald a casualty of war.

"Oh, so much," she said.

"Yes," McDonald's sister Jennifer added fiercely.

The family is awaiting a toxicology report, Joan McDonald said. Her son was taking a variety of medications because of a head injury suffered in a roadside blast in Iraq. "But even if it ends up being the medication, he wouldn't have been taking all that if he hadn't been injured," she said.

Not knowing doesn't really bother her — at least for now.

"Until this is over, I don't care," she said.

Saturday all that mattered was getting her son back where he belonged: to the town, to the neighborhood, to the street, to the house where he grew up.

The homecoming of Sgt. McDonald, past fallow fields and silos and woods dotted orange with gun hunters stalking deer, was planned carefully.

Saturday morning as Karrmann waited for the family to arrive at the Westgor Funeral Home in Neenah so the procession could leave for the Milwaukee airport, he prepared for the long trip by sipping black coffee. The hearse, a rental from a local livery costing $125 for the day, waited outside as a gentle snow fell.

Karrmann, a short, slight man with an angular face, green eyes and short graying hair grooved with comb marks, shrugged on his black suit coat and parted the blinds with his hand to look outside.

"Well, looks like we have some interesting weather," he said.

The driver from Captain's Limousine Service who would take to the airport McDonald's family — parents, grandparents and sisters - drove up in a long black Hummer. He wore a black bow tie and a jacket with his name, David, embroidered over the right breast.

Karrmann was glad the Hummer was black. "I thought it was going to be white, but it's perfect that it's black. It matches."

What it matched was the hearse, which Karrmann calls "the coach."

The coach, which would be McDonald's last ride, was plush. The interior of the hearse was dark blue, the seats leather and supple and soft, the dashboard a shiny wood veneer.

Inside, the hearse smelled like leather. It smelled clean, too; the livery service makes sure it delivers these things freshly washed.

Finally, the family arrived and the procession left the funeral home.

As Karrmann steered the hearse out from under the canopy at the front of the funeral home, tiny snowflakes settled lightly on the windshield, turning to water and beading up on the glass. Karrmann turned on the wipers. The hearse was quiet on the road. The turn signal ticked like a metronome.

They headed down Church Street, the little flags on the front of the hearse snapping with ever more urgency. One of the flags was the American flag. The other was for the Army. The hearse passed the rail yard and turned onto Cleveland Street, where the procession stopped to pick up McDonald's grandparents at their little beige wood-frame house.

Karrmann, whose leg sometimes bounces anxiously as he's waiting for traffic to pass so he can turn, has been a funeral director for more than 10 years - ever since bailing out of the restaurant business, where being a manager sometimes required working 110-hour weeks. But this is different, what he's doing today. He's not handled a military funeral before.

"The notes, the notes, the notes," he said.

But there was also something else — a certain feeling.

At 12:05 p.m., Karrmann arrived at the airport. The plane was due in at 12:47.

Waiting on the tarmac behind the wheel of the hearse, Karrmann glanced over his right shoulder to see if the back of the coach was clean. The floor in the back was polished wood. The walls and ceiling were the same dark blue leather as is in the front.

Karrmann looked at his watch. 12:48.

"Here it comes," he said. A royal-blue jet out of Dallas pulled into view, turning left toward the jetway.

Karrmann and the hearse faced the white nose of the plane head-on, as did the limo sitting on the tarmac next to the hearse.

Karrmann got out. A Midwest employee approached him sheepishly. Sgt. McDonald's last plane ride had not been prepaid. Somebody owed the airline more than $400.

The white crate appeared as a woman in the plane peered down from a window.

Midwest employees cut the black nylon straps and lifted the crate. Sgt. 1st Class Toni Kaiser and Staff Sgt. Jeffrey Theal, wearing their Class A dress greens, fought the cold, stiff wind to drape the casket with an American flag as Joan McDonald sobbed, a hand to her mouth. Douglas McDonald, Jim’s father, standing next to his wife in a red and white Wisconsin Badgers jacket, draped an arm around her. 

On his face was grief and weariness.

And then Midwest employees helped Kaiser, Theal and Karrmann lift the casket into the hearse for the ride home.

Inside the casket was the body of a man who has stood 6-feet-4 and weighed in at more than 200 pounds. McDonald’s last time home alive was in April. He played basketball with his young cousins, who complained about not being able to get around the imposing man in the post. Little Jim took it all in good humor. He loved kids and talked of being a teacher someday, his aunt Jean Biesterveld said.

But his first choice of a career was firefighting, she said.

McDonald always phoned home after his beloved Packers or Badgers had played a game to talk to his father and sisters about it, win or lose.

Then, in May, McDonald was wounded and returned to the United States, to a life of pain, rehabilitation and medication—one that required a different kind of courage, a quieter kind. He had lost some hearing in the blast and was being fitted for a hearing aid, his aunt said. But his short-term memory was improving.

McDonald received a Purple Heart. But, as with so many other American troops that have served or are currently serving in Iraq, the hard road between his death and his funeral—the final homecoming from an airport to a funeral home near where he grew up—figured to go un-chronicled. Only the eyes of the undertaker know what it’s like to sit between the road in front and a casket containing the remains of another U.S. serviceman in back. 

It’s a lonely ride. Karrmann kept his eyes on the highway and his left hand on top of the blue steering wheel.

On the way to Neenah, the rain turned to snow turned to sleet turned to rain. An urban industrial landscape gave way to sprawling fields and rolling hills and woods and billboards. The pale gray road rushed back and under the hood of the hearse, the dotted white line coming on forever.

When the procession arrived in Neenah, local firefighters and police joined the procession from a staging area at the old Big Lots, just off Exit 131 from U.S. 41.

Karrmann drove in front of the McDonald's little wood frame house on Irene Street, where McDonald grew up and where, now, about 50 friends and family lined the curb to greet the hearse. Many wept. Some saluted. A small child pressed his face to the window of a brick house.

The procession passed over a train, which wailed as it moved slowly west. And then it arrived at the funeral home.

After the casket was rolled inside, Karrmann stood still, blinking red eyes as tears welled in them.

Sgt. James McDonald was home.                                                                                                       

Rob Kaiser, Sunday, November 18, 2007

HERO ON FRANKLIN STREET

APPLETON

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.

Rob Kaiser, Saturday, November 10, 2007

HOW MUCH FOR THE USED TISSUE?

MADISON

O

nce, one of the safe deposit boxes held a dirty tissue.

This time, one of them contained a 21-inch blue rosary purchased at the Notre Dame in Paris.

The things we leave behind.

On Wednesday, the state treasurer's office started offering for sale in an auction on eBay unclaimed property turned over by banks. State law mandates that after five years of inactivity, Wisconsin financial institutions send the contents of safe deposit boxes to the treasurer's office. The office tries to find the owners, most of whom have died, or their heirs.

It's not easy. Banks don't have to divulge information about those who held the boxes, and many don't. So state workers often have only a name — or less.

"Sometimes it just says something like A. Smith," treasurer's office spokeswoman Megan Perkins said.

Items unclaimed after three years are sold. The most expensive item, from a previous sale, was a diamond watch worth more than $10,000.

In this auction the state has offered up for sale the contents of 110 boxes, including collectible coins and diamond sets, the rosary and, most expensive of all, a ballerina ring appraised at $3,500.

But a funny thing: Even more fascinating is that which the safe deposit boxes don't give up — their secrets. Because most of the boxes belonged to people who no longer are alive, their contents represent stories only the dead can know.

What to make of the box in which state workers one year found only opera glasses and a 50-year-old ticket stub to an opera in Russia? Or the one this time around that held two $1 bills, each with George Washington's head replaced by Santa's? (Late Friday afternoon, bidding on the Santa dollars was at $61.51, while "stunning rings one with diamond" stood at only $56.)

Then there are the engagement rings that often turn up. ("You wonder what went wrong," Perkins said.)

Each item, whether auctioned or not, is a signpost from a personal journey. Many have only sentimental value. I, too, have saved used tissues — those on which the woman I married blotted her lipstick. I don't keep them in a safe deposit box, though.

Discovering what's in each box, from diamonds to baby teeth, Perkins often finds herself considering the possible twists and turns of a life — "trying to think about what happened here."

As a state employee, Perkins cannot bid on any of the items, but she finds herself occasionally drawn to some of them, nevertheless. Like the ballerina ring, for instance.

"Gosh I want that," she said, laughing.

This time around she found herself admiring a signed and framed Ted Williams card, which is for sale in the current auction.

"I'm from Boston, so I'm dying over this thing," she said.

One box didn't offer up any such temptation. It contained an umbilical cord.

"You really never know what you're going to get when you open up the box," Perkins said.

Such is life.

There is a hill behind my house. At the bottom of the hill is a stream. Last time I was there it was half frozen, leaving parts of itself behind.

In the stream are the reflections and shadows of trees and sky, as if this place were the confluence of the world, where all things, including time, converge and inform one another and nothing has a beginning or an end.

I come here sometimes with my wife and our two boys and it slows my pulse. But, best of all, it holds me in the moment, moment by moment.

It is here that I sometimes think about what I will leave behind. What can I hand down to my sons that will atone for my having passed along to them airborne allergies, distractedness and an insatiable taste for ketchup?

What will I leave my wife?

Here, in this cathedral of trees, I know. What I want most is to leave them moments. The rush of this frenzied modern life notwithstanding, at the end of everything, I want them to have moments — the memory of times we shared in which the world stood still.

Once, Perkins opened a safe deposit box and found a small, black leather-bound family Bible.

The Bible, which later would sell for $81, was printed in 1815. Inside was a bookmark.

What Perkins found upon opening the Bible to the bookmark struck her as ironic and haunted her for days.

On the bookmark, in needlepoint, were two words like a prayer:

"Remember me."

Rob Kaiser, Sunday, December 2, 2007

THE MAN IN THE WHEELCHAIR

APPLETON

I

t begins with a black joystick with a cork knob. From there, the improbable story of what happened on S. Goldenrod Street expands to include a $50,000 wheelchair, a quadriplegic and a legislator.

It's a story about the places where public policy and real life intersect.

But, mostly, it's about hope.

The man in the wheelchair is Timothy Carey, 35, of Appleton, a graduate of Lawrence University. He is a quadriplegic who was diagnosed when he was 3 years old with Duchenne muscular dystrophy.

Muscular dystrophy is a genetic, degenerative disease primarily affecting voluntary muscles. Carey can't move anything from the neck down except to wiggle a few fingers.

But he can nudge the joystick with his chin to make the wheelchair move. And, by making the wheelchair move — from the bedroom to the computer to the phone to the living room for important meetings — he makes things happen.

One morning last week, the phone rang in the house where the man in the wheelchair lives with his mother and stepfather.

His nurse answered and then held the receiver to Carey's ear.

"Yes, this is Tim," he said. "Sorry. OK. Talking through e-mail, you mean? E-mail? Right now? Oh, boy. Can I call you back at a time convenient for you? I'm being interviewed right now. No problem. No problem. OK."

The nurse hung up the phone for Carey.

"That was a guy from the DAWN grant," Carey said, "responding to my e-mails."

DAWN Grassroots Advocacy Grants is a Wisconsin program designed to help people with disabilities or their families act as advocates in their communities.

The grants for 2008 will range from $500 to $5,000, according to the organization's Web site. Carey wants one, so he can build a Web site designed to keep legislators informed about issues related to disability. The man in the wheelchair has gumption.

Sometimes Carey thinks about the things he has that a lot of other people don't: a nice home and loving family; a nifty, voice-activated laptop computer; and, in an age of frantic multi-tasking, time to think and focus.

But he's aware, too, of the things he doesn't have: the ability to walk or to breathe on his own without a ventilator; the capacity for remembering his dreams; or a girlfriend and the likely prospect of marriage.

Carey had a girlfriend once, a couple of years ago — someone he met on the Internet. But the relationship didn't last long.

Carey hasn't had a girlfriend since. Loneliness is part of being "different-abled" as he calls it. The man in the wheelchair hasn't given up hope, though.

"I want to be as normal as I can be," he said. "I'd like to meet someone and start a family.

"Even though the likelihood isn't there, it would be nice to be able to do it."

By able, Carey doesn't mean able physically. He cedes little to his disability. Though many muscles in his body long ago ceased to work, his heart beats on. It beats on. The man in the wheelchair has a powerful heart.

What Carey means is, he wants to be able to marry someone without suffering for it financially. People who are blind or permanently disabled and receive medical assistance lose all Medicaid benefits if they marry someone with more than $2,000 worth of assets.

That would be catastrophic for Carey. His wheelchair, which he has to replace every several years, cost $50,000. A single plastic tube for his ventilator costs $90.

That's where the legislator comes in.

Carey had seen state Rep. Steve Wieckert around the neighborhood, mowing land he owns. On a few occasions, the two had exchanged hellos. So the man in the wheelchair invited Wieckert, a Republican from Appleton, to his house for a visit.

"Normally I don't like to make house calls," Wieckert said; it sets a potentially overwhelming precedent.

But much to Carey's surprise, Wieckert took him up on his invitation and, in January 2006, the two sat and talked for an hour and a half in Carey's living room on S. Goldenrod Street in Appleton — an uncommon in-home meeting between a maker of public policy and a member of the public.

Even more to Carey's surprise, the meeting got results. Wieckert listened and was moved. "Their pursuit of happiness is somewhat limited," the lawmaker said of the disabled. Wieckert has announced he will introduce on Dec. 28 a bill designed to remedy the problem.

The proposed legislation, called the "Freedom to Marry" bill, would allow a person who is permanently disabled to continue receiving Medicaid benefits after they are married.

There's no guarantee the bill will become law, of course. But Wieckert's uncommon responsiveness and compassion make a good story, regardless.

"My thinking on politicians was that they're not going to listen," Carey said.

And Carey's abiding faith makes a good story for the holiday season, in particular.

More than anything, Wieckert's proposed legislation is about hope, of which Carey seems never to run out.

"The chance of someone like me getting married is kind of low," he said. "But it's not nothing."

Rob Kaiser, Sunday, December 16, 2007

INERTIA AND THE STORM 5024

APPLETON

I

 bought my first snowblower this past weekend. It's big and orange, a Storm 5024 with a 24-inch plowing swath, a 5.5-horsepower engine and blades that look as if they could grind a side of beef into hamburger.

I'm scared to death of it, but it looks nice sitting in the garage.

You've probably figured out I'm not a Wisconsinite. I just moved to Wisconsin from Texas a few weeks ago. I'm still getting my head around winter, which is a bigger deal here than anywhere else I've ever lived, even Chicago. But I'm sure the day will come when this place informs me once and for all. That's how it's been everywhere else I've lived.

Not long after moving to a place for the first time comes a moment when you become forever a part of that place, and it a part of you — when you cease merely living in, say, Florida and become a Floridian; when you stop drifting along the streets of Manhattan uncommitted and become, say, a Yankees fan; when you give yourself over to California and become a, well — insert your own pronoun here.

When I moved to Chicago 10 years ago, settling into a high-rise apartment building a mile south of Wrigley Field and a couple blocks west of Lake Michigan, I became obsessed with parking. Having grown up in Kentucky, where everything has a free parking lot or at least a driveway, I had trouble adjusting to a culture of curb parking and $20-a-day pay garages, or ramps, as they're called here.

Some apartment buildings offered parking as an optional perk — for an extra $150 a month on top of an already astronomical rent scale.

Because I took the train to work and didn't need my car much, except to drive back home to Kentucky or to visit friends in the suburbs, I didn't have to worry about finding a parking place every day. So I figured I simply would do the curb-parking thing.

I soon came to realize the error of my decision. I always had to park someplace different, much of the time so many blocks from my apartment that I couldn't remember where my car was.

What I owed the city in parking tickets I could have spent on a nice, dry, reserved space in a garage.

Returning home late one night from a dinner party, I saw something tantalizing. There was an opening along the curb right in front of my building. But it wasn't quite long enough to accommodate my car; the Saturn that would be in front of me were I to park there wasn't pulled all the way forward, bumper-to-bumper with the car in front of it, violating unspoken code of the Chicago streets.

I circled the block several times in ever-widening arcs, ranging farther and farther from my building in an unsuccessful quest. There was no place to park anywhere south of Milwaukee, it seemed.

I steered back onto my street and sat there staring at that partial spot and the Saturn that was taking up more space than it should.

Finally, I eased my car in behind it at a slight angle, pulling forward very slowly until I felt my bumper touch that of the Saturn.

And, gently, I started to push.

Let me just say, I'm not proud of myself. I don't know what came over me, but I can say with some degree of certitude that it wasn't the spirit of the Lord.

In fact, it occurred to me that this is just the kind of thing for which I could go straight to hell, Level 10, forced to circle for eternity an entire city block of loosely parked cars and the too-small parking spaces between them.

At the very least, I might have to go to Cook County's big courts building at 26th and California, which is itself a level of the devil's domain.

But I had had enough. Enough of standing outside the front door of my apartment building trying to remember where my car was. Enough walking for blocks and blocks in the dark Chicago night. Enough orange parking citations for parking at meters too long.

Nudging the Saturn from behind with my front bumper, I saw the rear of the car rise a little, but it didn't budge. I eased off and sat there thinking.

It was then that I saw the old man on the rock. His name was John Klarner, and he lived in the building across the street but spent much of the day and night perched atop a big decorative boulder in front of another building.

John, who looked like Santa Claus, was yelling something at me from the rock, but I couldn't tell what. I rolled down the window.

"You've! Got! To! Overcome! The Inertia!" John hollered at me.

I rolled the window back up and eased in behind the Saturn again. Nudging it, I saw the rear end rise. But this time, I kept going. Finally, the rear of the Saturn eased back down and the car rolled forward several feet.

I had my parking space — and also a claim on Chicago, a city that had taught a reserved Kentucky boy a thing or two about making his own way. While Chicago is a great city and offers a lot, it gives nothing. Success doesn't befall anyone. It is wrested from the city with sweat and blood.

Now here I am living in Wisconsin for the first time, and I have a snowblower in my garage. Even in Chicago, I didn't need a snowblower; the streets were cleared quickly, and — remember — I parked along the curb, no driveway or parking lot to shovel.

I bought the blower in anticipation of Saturday's snowstorm. My boss recommended it.

Problem is, the thing intimidates me. So it sat in the garage unused this past weekend as I watched the snow pile up, wondering if it ever would stop.

I know the big orange monstrosity can't sit there for long. Soon, during this, my first winter as a Wisconsinite, there will come a snow that can't be denied, the sort of snow that will shock and impress my friends and family in the South.

When that happens, I'll rev up my Storm 5024 and do what needs to be done. And in that moment, I will become a true Wisconsinite.

As soon as I overcome the inertia.

Rob Kaiser, Tuesday, December 4, 2007

IMAGINE THAT: KIDS WRITING

APPLETON

I

f you think kids today have atrophied imaginations from being spoon-fed excitement in video games and DVDs rather than dreaming up worlds of their own, consider those in Room 1400.

That's a classroom at St. Joseph Middle School in Appleton. Traci Shefka presides there.

Shefka, a small woman with contagious enthusiasm and a ready laugh, teaches language arts and French.

A few weeks ago, she saw a Sunday column I wrote about unclaimed items in safe deposit boxes. After a box sits inactive for five years, banks turn over its contents to the state treasurer's office. With little information to go on and little if any help from the banks, state employees try to figure out who owned the things inside the box.

It's a detective story with a little commerce thrown in. If an owner can't be found, the state holds an online auction. The most recent auction played out last month on eBay.

But many of the safe deposit boxes hold more mystery than material riches. The story behind those items nobody ever claims is anybody's guess.

So, in a "Mystery of the Opera" contest posted on our Web site, www.postcrescent.com, I invited readers to use their imaginations and write their own stories to explain the contents of one of the boxes — it contained opera glasses and a 50-year-old ticket stub to a Russian opera.

Shefka decided to make a class project of it for her seventh-grade language arts students.

"I have been scouring the paper, the Internet and magazines for a suitable writing activity for my classes and was excited to find the answer locally," she wrote me.

So she took my column to school on a Monday morning to share with her students.

"They were quiet the whole time we read," she said.

She assigned the kids to write their own stories about the opera glasses and ticket stub. They did and then sent them to me.

I, too, was quiet the whole time I read.

The stories were rich and lively and fascinating.

There were people falling in love and an assassin who, forgetting the scope for his rifle, used opera glasses instead.

There was a car carrying a famous opera singer that blew up suddenly and a woman wrestling with Alzheimer's disease.

There was an angry hobo and a man who died of boredom.

There was a submarine on the prowl and a fat lady singing a high C note.

And there was a curtain that caught on fire at the end of an opera. (It was the curtain on the right side, in case you're wondering.)

Some of the stories were funny. Many were tragic. Some were both.

The death toll was astronomical. Many of the girls wrote romantic tales of lovers going and dying on each other. Many of the boys wrote about explosions and gunfire.

But there were exceptions. Some of the girls wrote of intrigue and derring-do while some of the boys wrote of romance.

In Joe Goudzwaard's story, "The First Date," for example, a man gave a woman opera glasses in which were etched the words, "Will you marry me?"

"She could only stare into the man's eyes and say thank you. ..." Goudzwaard wrote. "To make a long story short, they were married and went to many operas."

I asked Joe about his romantic plot when I visited the class last week. He grinned and his face turned a deep shade of red.

"Yeah, I don't know," he said.

His happy ending was in stark contrast to that of Mitch Krause, who wrote about a famous opera singer named George Greyhound.

George was a target of the Russian mafia, but "this he didn't know until one day he was sitting in his massage chair kicked back practicing for his concert the next day, when a bullet took the wine bottle right out of his hand."

(It's unclear what kind of wine it contained or how much George had consumed.)

After the close call, George decided to record himself explaining what had happened so that his death wouldn't remain a mystery if he were killed.

George then put the tape into a pair of opera glasses along with tickets from his first performance.

And, the story ends, "The next day he was driving on the way to his concert when his car blew up."

Abrupt ending? Well, yeah. "I ran out of time," Mitch explained.

My favorite line out of all the stories, courtesy of Dominic Ellis, was, "She silently slid the dagger into her victim's back and dropped his frigid corpse into the unsuspecting crowd below."

My second favorite, by Lexi Kersten, was: "He was going to take his girlfriend to the opera. But his girlfriend said she had other strategies."

"I wanted to come up with something better than 'plans,'" Lexi said. "So I went to the thesaurus and found 'strategies.'"

Clearly all the kids weren't enamored of the assignment. Evan Keep wrote about a man at the opera who "became the first person to die of boredom."

Was Evan bored with the assignment?

"Kinda," he said, grinning.

"What sort of things do you like to read?" I asked.

"Made up stuff," Evan said.

"It's called fiction," corrected Dominic, whose own fertile mind had given rise to the frigid falling corpse.

But even though the assignment didn't excite Evan, many of the other students said they enjoyed it.

"The mystery appealed to them," Shefka said.

I asked Emily Clemons how long it took her to write her story.

"Two hours. Maybe more," she said, blushing.

Nicole Norcross, who wrote about a 16-year-old girl named Polina Nurey who was in "mental turmoil," said: "I like writing about that ... It's interesting what people are going through in such a psychologically troubled time."

Shefka, too, wrote a story.

"My husband made me do it," she said.

She titled it "1957" and wrote about a Russian couple named Alexei and Sasha. Alexei gave Sasha opera glasses that had belonged to his late mother as a pledge that they always would be together. They attend an opera together.

Years later, after Alexei has died, Sasha puts the opera glasses and ticket stubs in a safe deposit box.

"She never remarried and remains childless," Shefka wrote: "In her old age she forgets about the box and passes on without notice, like most of us do.

"Her gift to us is a sense of mystery and wonder, and the opportunity to use our imaginations."

It's the same gift Shefka gives. To her students. From the heart. Every day.

Rob Kaiser, Wednesday, December 26, 2007

THE HIGH COST OF BEING FANATICAL

APPLETON

B

efore I could drive, I sailed down the home stretch at Churchill Downs on Secretariat’s back, courtesy of Sports Illustrated’s great racing writer Bill Nack. 

Before I could cross the street on my own, I floated above the hardwood with the Kentucky Wildcats, whose games were so vividly broadcast into the house where I grew up by their legendary voice, Cawood Ledford. 

(“To start the second half, the ‘Cats will be moving to the left of your radio dial,” Ledford used to say, conjuring in my child’s mind the image of miniscule blue-and-white basketball players clotting like blood cells at 88 Megahertz.)

Though clichéd, it’s true: Sports are an escape. The World Series transports us. The NFL playoffs are our culture’s epic poem, full of gods and struggle and the whole home-and-away thing. 

Our heroes, human or otherwise, are larger than life. And I’m not immune from the craze.

But I never expected what happened that day at Target.

It was November. My wife, Laurie, and I had moved with our two sons from South Texas to Wisconsin only a couple weeks before. Thinking we might need, oh, just a few more winter clothes for the kids, we ventured out to shop.

While Laurie was looking at winter coats as small and puffy as marshmallows, I walked Sawyer, our 5-year-old, over to the rack of Packers jerseys to keep him entertained.

Big mistake. Big.

Within minutes, my little boy was on the verge of tears. He had to have a Brett Favre jersey. Now. My hesitation upon seeing what the thing cost drove him to the brink.

“Daddy, I have to have one,” he said, his voice rising like a jet engine. He slumped onto the floor, as if the thought of going on without a Packers’ jersey bearing the number 4 was too much to bear.

Other shoppers were starting to look. I considered crawling under the rack.

Smiling and trying to make my eyes as wide and kind-looking as I could, I began speaking to Sawyer in a bright, sing-song voice so that it would be readily apparent to any Child Protective Services caseworkers who might be lurking behind the Spiderman undies that I wasn’t being mean to my son. Was making your kindergartner sob by refusing to buy him a Favre jersey a form of child abuse in Wisconsin? I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to find out the hard way, with vacation time at the big house.

“Well,” I said to Sawyer, looking and sounding slightly deranged or perhaps ramped up on helium. “Do they even have them in your size?”

Sawyer sprang up from the floor, his mood changing as he sensed my softening stance on the issue of grossly overpriced Brett Favre jerseys.

They did have his size—close enough. And the rest is history. 

We got one. He loves it. Wears it to school at least twice a week. Clearly this was money well-hemorrhaged. I love seeing my little boy happy, and toward that end I’m willing to put off paying the mortgage for a month or 10.

But I can’t help wondering: What do they put in the water here? Sawyer never became an ardent fan of the Spurs, though we lived for four years in worshipful San Antonio, where Tim Duncan is a celebrity and every Tony Parker argument with Eva Longoria merits the front page. Sawyer never threatened a meltdown if he couldn’t have a Manu Ginobli jersey. He never even thought to ask for one.

And yet within a month after moving to Wisconsin he had become a raving Packers fan.

I asked a friend of mine who grew up in Wisconsin what the deal is. Favre has graduated from merely being a superstar into the rarefied ranks of folk hero, I said. I mean, the guy’s right up there with Casey Jones, Babe Ruth and Zeus.

Yeah, he said. That’s part of it. But it’s something else, too. Favre is an uncommon wedding of myth and man, folk hero and the boy next door, hero and Huck Finn.

“Everyone in Wisconsin has a Brett Favre story,” my friend said. “Everyone’s only one or two degrees separated from Favre.”

There’s also the family angle, he said. Favre’s wife and kids make him seem real and vulnerable. So does his having matured in a fish bowl.

I don’t know how much of this is true. Moreover, I don’t know what it has to do with my little boy, who never has read Huck Finn or studied Casey Jones. 

So I asked Sawyer. Why do you like Brett Favre and the Packer so much?” I said.

But he was too loopy from a day of strep throat and antibiotics to give me a straight answer. In the baby voice he reverts to for fun sometimes when he’s finally run out of gas, he said, “I just wuv de Packows.”

Is that an answer? I don’t know. Maybe. Dropping back into the pocket, Old No. 4 makes big babies out of us all, emotional wrecks ready to scream in joy one minute and cry the next. 

Let’s just hope, for the sake of Sawyer and all things Wisconsin, that we don’t feel after the game Sunday like assuming the fetal position.

Rob Kaiser, 

A HAIRDRESSER’S SILENT CLIENTELE 

NEENAH

T

he hairstylist's hands are smooth and broad, with short, unpainted fingernails.

She uses a half-inch curling iron and a black styling comb with uneven teeth and a four-pronged metal pick.

She uses lots of mousse, for a lasting hold.

In many ways, Debra Kons is like any other hairstylist. But she never has to do the back of a head of hair. She never gets complaints or do-over requests. And she never gets return business; each hairdo she sculpts is a client's last, forever.

As the hairstylist at Westgor Funeral Home in Neenah, Kons, 53, works only on the dead, preparing them for viewing by family and friends. Her clients, lying flat on their backs in the big white embalming room, are dressed in their casket clothes and covered with a paper sheet.

Kons, a licensed cosmetologist for 33 years, also is the office manager at Westgor, sending out bills and typing out death certificates, burial permits and notices to the Social Security Administration.

Hers is an unusual job. While a few other funeral homes across Wisconsin and the nation have hairstylists on staff, not many have stylists on the payroll full time who coif only the dead, said Jessica Koth, spokeswoman for the National Funeral Directors Association in Brookfield. The vast majority of people who need a hairstylist after death are women. And a significant portion of people are cremated or buried without a viewing, so they don't need a hairstylist, Koth said.

And in those cases in which a stylist is needed, the job often falls to a family member or someone who was the deceased person's stylist during life.

That leaves a relatively small number for whom it's the funeral home's responsibility to make hairstyling arrangements. And in many such cases, the funeral director simply calls in a stylist from a salon, Koth said. In some big cities, there are entire businesses that specialize in the hair of the deceased, whole staffs of stylists who work only on the dead. Some have been around awhile.

In Chicago, an Indiana coal-miner's daughter named Margaret E. Eipper-Price started a hairstyling business for the dead more than 60 years ago. Eipper-Price's daughter, Kay L. Fagg-Price, took over the business in 1997, when the hour finally arrived for Fagg-Price's elderly mother to be coifed by one of her own stylists.

That stylist, brown-haired Annette Saporito, walked into the funeral home one Saturday morning and went to work on the woman who had been her boss. Saporito used an old-style curling iron heated in an oven. When she finished, Eipper-Price lay smartly crowned by a cloud of white hair for her funeral in Parlor A.

"We're back-room," Fagg-Price told me then for a story in the Chicago Tribune. "Nobody ever thinks of us or thanks us."

Kons has a similar notion of her job's obscurity in the public consciousness.

"Nobody," she said, "thinks about funeral homes or what goes on in there."

But even a world obsessed by celebrity and hype could not continue turning without ordinary people doing extraordinary jobs behind the scenes. The quiet careers we never stop to contemplate can be more fascinating than 50 Super Bowl halftime shows.

Most of Kons' clients are elderly. Hair once tousled by the wind or a loved one's hand is, in the end, hers alone to smooth and straighten. She goes by a photo of the deceased — maybe a studio portrait, maybe something shot one long-ago summer day with sunlight playing across the person's face.

With the radio on and tuned to a classic-rock station, she gives men one last trim and frames the faces of women whose features soon will be a mere memory.

Kons works on the front and sides. She does behind the ears. She works on the top as far back as she can go.

Sometimes she must arrange hair to cover a bruise. Or worse.

The first time Kons styled a dead person's hair was 30 years ago, when Westgor called her in from her salon work. The funeral home was located in a different building then, an old place with the embalming room in the basement, at the bottom of a dark stairwell.

Kons was 19.

"It was awful," Kons said. "It was terrible. I was afraid to go by myself."

Several years ago, when someone with the funeral home called her to ask if she would like to go to work there full time, Kons thought it was a joke. She laughed.

There was silence on the other end of the line.

"You're serious," she said.

Kons didn't know anything about the funeral business. Now she appreciates it for how it helps people through a difficult time. That's why she loves her job.

Often she has just typed up the obituary for those whose hair she styles. She wonders sometimes how the person on the table managed to do so much in one lifetime. Did he ever sleep?

Laboring in the shadows of death has made Kons better at living.

"I have a compassion I've never had before," she said.

"It teaches you what's important."

Once in a while when she goes into the embalming room, Kons finds herself staring into the face of a young person. As a mother — she has four children of her own, ranging in age from 19 to 27 — she has a hard time with those cases.

And, every now and then, she must work on someone she knew and loved.

Last May, Kons' mother lay on the table, her short hair just washed and still dewy. Kons, who had been styling her mother's hair all her life, started working on it one last time.

"I wouldn't let anyone else do it," Kons said.

Alone with her mother in the big bright-white room, Kons found a kind of peace.

Her mother's life, toward the end, had not been easy for anyone. In August 2005, the woman was diagnosed with Alzheimer's disease. As if that weren't bad enough, soon thereafter one of Kons' daughters broke her back in a car wreck, one of her sons was diagnosed with Type I diabetes and her husband was diagnosed with cancer.

"How much can one person take?" Kons wondered. "It was a real tough time. Too much too fast."

As she styled her mother's hair one last time, Kons carried on a one-way conversation across the void.

Watch over us, she asked her mother softly.

Watch over us, especially your grandchildren.

Rob Kaiser, Monday, January 28, 2008

MIRACLE MARRIAGE

RIPON
S

he winds the mantel clock every Tuesday and Saturday. It's an Ingraham Eight-Day, almost as old as her marriage, its tick-tock marking off each moment of a love story spanning 75 years.

The story of Mildred Harvey and her husband, Richard, both 95 and counting, began when he proposed in her parents' garage on the farm where they still live.

The latest chapter was written when the couple recently celebrated their 75th wedding anniversary by repeating their wedding vows — the seventh time they've done so — at the big red brick church in Ripon where they were married Jan. 10, 1933.

"I do," they said as a statue of Jesus gazed down on them from the altar at St. Catherine of Siena Catholic Church, formerly St. Wenceslaus. And then, also for the seventh time, they exchanged new wedding bands — his beveled white gold, hers yellow gold with three inset diamonds.

If you wonder this Valentine's Day what's the secret of lasting love in these fickle times, you could do worse than asking the Harveys. But maybe you could do better, too. Introspection isn't in abundance in their beige farmhouse. He's flip, she's matter-of-fact.

"You commit yourself when you get married, don't you?" she says.

Neither she nor Richard remembers what he said when he first asked Mildred out on a date. He was 18, a hired hand for Mildred's family on this very farm, where they raised cows for milk and barley for beer.

They also don't remember how he asked her to marry him. But 24 great-grandchildren later, it's not like anybody needs to be reminded of Mildred's answer. She said yes immediately and without hesitation.

"She musta knew it was coming," Richard says, blowing his nose as if for emphasis.

Three-quarters of a century after accepting Richard's proposal, on a recent cloudy morning, Mildred walks out of the kitchen holding a plate of homemade chocolate-chip cookies.

Mildred likes to bake. Though the Harveys have no plans for Valentine's Day, she says, "Maybe I'll make cookies."

Mildred offers the cookies to a guest. She offers them to her visiting son, 73-year-old Richard Harvey. She isn't wearing her new wedding band.

"I took it off so I wouldn't get dough on it," she says.

Finally she turns with the plate of cookies toward her husband, who appears in danger of being swallowed by a big brown easy chair.

Face to face the couple are a study in contrasts. Mildred who is a few months older, is relatively tall. Richard is short and skinny, his belt cinched up to the second-to-last hole.

Her hands are big; that new wedding ring's a size 10. His are small, the silver band on his left ring finger rattling around like a Hula-Hoop.

Her hair is neatly done up. His retreating white mane is unruly as Einstein's.

Like most people, she changes the shape of a chair while seated in it. His chair shapes him, as it might a draped blanket.

As Mildred stands before Richard with the plate of cookies, her eyes meet his.

"Don't want any?" she says, raising her eyebrows. "Hmmm. That's something."

After all these years, they're still capable of surprising each other. But it doesn't happen often or in matters of any importance. Almost always they are of one mind, Mildred says.

"If we got into an argument, I got over it," Richard quips, his laugh a protracted wheeze.

The two still carry on lively conversations with each other, sometimes in the form of playful bickering, their 31-year-old grandson Rick Harvey says.

"When they talk they're very animated."

Of his grandparents' marriage, Rick says, "There's sort of a quiet appreciation" among other family members. "Everybody thinks it's pretty neat — kind of like, wow."

Rick's father, the Harveys' oldest son, says, "There aren't many 75th anniversaries."

Richard and Mildred's house, its living room walls lined with Mildred's salt-and-pepper shaker collection comprising more than 1,000 pairs, feels stuck in another time. The only thing modern about it is a big flat-screen TV, which stands starkly in the middle of the room like an astronaut in a horse-drawn buggy. They watch the Packers and the Cowboy Channel — Batt Masterson in the mornings.

Stability is a cornerstone of their relationship. They have lived on this farm, which has been Mildred's home since she was four months old, ever since the first day of their marriage.

They bought their new wedding bands from the same jewelry store where they bought their first.

They repeated their vows in the same church where they were married.

They sang "Hark the Herald Angels Sing," just like at their wedding.

"Oh," Mildred says, "the church just rang."

At St. Catherine one gray afternoon last week, the only voice raised in song was that of a crow perched in a winter-bare tree behind the empty church. Happiness and desolation never lie far apart in any life. The Harveys have known hard times as well as good, including the death of two daughters — one when she was hours old, the other when she was 44, of cancer.

But in health and matrimony they have kept the wolf at the door, though 12 U.S. presidents and a depression have come and gone and they have begun referring to their marriage in the past tense. (We agreed on everything.)

Mildred and Richard now have repeated their vows on their 25th, 40th, 50th, 60th, 65th and 70th wedding anniversaries, giving each other new rings each time and each time sealing the deal with a kiss like newlyweds.

The secret of their success simply is this: Marriages lasting decades are built on moments. Surrendering to the moment and each other has made the Harveys rich. Their bounty includes three living children, 13 grandchildren and three step-grandchildren as well as the 24 great-grandchildren.

"And they're expecting two great-great-grandchildren this month," their son Richard says.

On the mantel, the clock that's as old as he is chimes. For the 27,389th time in the marriage of Richard and Mildred Harvey, it is 10:30 in the morning of another new day.

Rob Kaiser, Thursday, February 14, 2008

WAITING FOR WHAT COMES

NEENAH

D

ick Koerner sat staring at his feet in the dark, his downcast eyes glowing as if lit from within.
 The light reflected in Koerner’s eyes was coming up through a large hole in the floor of the 7-by-7 fishing shanty he occupied.

 The rectangular hole, about 3 feet wide and 7 feet long, was aligned with a similar hole in the 17-inch-thick ice shelf immediately beneath the floor of the shanty, affording Koerner a window on another world: the greenish-clear water of Lake Winnebago, home of a fish that once shared Earth with the T-Rex.

 Koerner, 73, of Neenah, was sturgeon hunting, and time was running out to spear one of the big fish; the next day the season would close. 

 Staring at the rectangle of lake water as its the fragile light played softly on his fleshy face, creating shadows in the hollows and furrows and wrinkles, Koerner looked like a man watching TV in the dark. 

 Koerner, a retired binder and shipper for a book-publishing company, never misses sturgeon season. “It’s all because I believe there’s one eventually coming,” he said.

 

Where he chose to set up his shanty this season, a quarter mile from shore on the northwest section of the lake, the water was clear enough to see the bottom, 12 feet, 2 inches down. But there wasn’t much to see except for the occasional gizzard shad.

 “For a spearer, it’s like looking up a chimney with a shotgun waiting for a duck to fly by,” Koerner said.

 “Once you get one, it’s a rush, it’s a thrill, it’s a trophy.”

 It’s also an excuse to brag down at the Paynes Point Bar & Grill, where sturgeon spearers gather over beers after taking their catch by the little pale-blue registration station out back.

 But notwithstanding the happy noise at Paynes Point, this is a sport with an almost otherworldly quiet at its core.

 “The dead silence’ll get you,” Koerner said of the sensory-deprivation qualities of sitting alone for hours in a dark shanty in the middle of an icy lake. 

 And so, along with cookies and a propane cooking burner to keep him warm, he had in the shanty with him a small black battery-powered radio.

 “Do wah diddy diddy dum diddy do,” sang Manfred Mann.

 Waiting. Nothing.

 “Ah, ba ba ba ba ba ba Barbara Ann,” the Beach Boys sang.

 Still waiting. More nothing.

 Koerner’s posture as he sat staring into the lake was that of a man who had stopped worrying about posture. He put his right hand on top of his right thigh, fingers pointing in, elbow jutting out. His left arm he rested on his left leg.

 Once, thinking he saw something, Koerner jumped up and reached for his pitchfork-like multi-pronged spear, which was hanging points-down from the ceiling of the shanty.

 But it was only a ripple in the water caused by a drip from the ceiling.

 Would he be disappointed if he didn’t catch a sturgeon?

 “Oh, no,” he said. “I’m just happy to have an opportunity to be here.”

 Truth is, Koerner was lucky to be sturgeon hunting. He was lucky to be alive. He has had three heart attacks and two open-heart surgeries. A few days before, doctors had used a defibrillator to jolt his heart back into a proper rhythm.

 Every member if his family who has died has died of heart trouble.

 “I will, too,” Koerner said.

 But in the meantime there were sturgeon to be caught, faith to be kept, life to be lived. Do wah diddy diddy dum diddy do. Koerner might be willing to sit around waiting for a sturgeon, but he isn't going to sit around waiting for death.

 This is where he belongs.

 With its prehistoric inhabitants, some of them pregnant females serving testament to the circle of life, Lake Winnebago is a stew of past, present and future – a place where the full measure of time cannot be taken with a clock or even a calendar.

 Out of that mysterious world no sturgeon revealed itself to Koerner this season. On Tuesday at 12:30 p.m., having nothing to show for his patience, he began pulling up his shanty. By 1 p.m. he was pulling it across the frozen lake toward shore and home.

 Koerner wonders if maybe a sturgeon swam under his shanty on Sunday, when it was too cold and windy for him to take up his vigil on the lake.

 But he can live with that.

 “Just getting out there,” he said, “is good enough.”

Rob Kaiser, Monday, Feb. 18, 2008

