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Partners in peril
On graduation day, Michael ceriale and Joe Ferenzi 
realized their dream of becoming police officers.

But their partnership would not last.

A STORY IN FOUR PARTS


Part 1

‘WELCOME TO THE DEUCE’

Two young men, Michael Ceriale and Joe Ferenzi, met in the Police Academy, became friends and partners, then saw their lives change forever one fateful night on patrol in the 2nd District--the Deuce. This is their story, reconstructed from interviews and records. 


By Robert L. Kaiser
Tribune Staff Writer


T

hey crouched among gnarled trees in the dark, their eyes trained on the entrance of 4101 S. Federal St., a tattered high-rise in the Robert Taylor Homes.

The expressway moaned with traffic. 

Not so long ago, Chicago Police Officers Joe Ferenzi and Mike Ceriale sat in assigned seats together at the Police Academy. Now they hid among litter, dead leaves and discarded tires, trying to observe a drug operation run by the Gangster Disciples street gang.

Ferenzi and Ceriale were rookies doing the dicey work of plainclothes cops, making a foray into drug surveillance with little training to guide them. At the academy they had learned how to handcuff suspects and how to use commas when writing reports, they had sweated together through pushups in the summer heat, and they had been fitted one autumn afternoon for bulletproof vests.

"One of you will be involved in a shooting," an instructor had told them."Keep in mind it's not if, it's when."

But nobody had taught them how to hide on Chicago's most dangerous streets. Less than a year after graduating from the academy--a place so structured that cadets are supposed to stay to the right in the hallways--Ferenzi and Ceriale were on their own for a night, working the midnight shift, free to roam and improvise with virtually no supervision.

Hours after their shift had started, they headed for one of the city's more violent addresses, hoping to make their night with an impressive arrest. But nothing in their training had prepared them for what was to come.

"On them popsicles!" one of the young men standing near the breezeway of 4101 was overheard shouting, meaning: Get the guns, intruders have been spotted.

"I think they made us," Ceriale said calmly.

"What do you mean?" Ferenzi said.

"The guy in the orange jersey. He's pointing this way."

Ferenzi looked.

"The guy in the No. 5 jersey?"

"Yeah."

There was a flash and a hiss.

Ferenzi thought of fireworks.

C

ops choose partners like themselves. It's an informal process that often begins with the simple request to ride in the same car. Generally the department allows officers to select their own partners with little consideration to balancing youth and experience or strengths and weaknesses.

Non-smokers usually ride with those who won't make the car reek of cigarettes. A vegetarian works with somebody whose idea of a great meal isn't a hot dog at Peppe's.

Sometimes the bond goes way back. When they were 5 years old, Chicago Police Officers John Dougherty and John Knight stood shoulder-to-shoulder for a kindergarten photo. Raised half a block from each other and educated at the same grade school, dirtied by the same baseball fields and stained by the same sandlots, blessed at the same church and hopeless over the same girls, the two grew up to ride together in the same police car.

So close were Dougherty and Knight that they scheduled the same days off and took vacations together so they wouldn't have to work with anybody else. Dougherty's six-year partnership with Knight ended when Dougherty was promoted to gang specialist. A few weeks later, on Jan. 9, 1999, Knight was killed in a shootout as he was trying to question a man during a traffic stop.

Ferenzi and Ceriale grew up strangers, but they hailed from parallel worlds. Both were die-hard Sox fans. Both fished the waters of the same small town in Wisconsin. Both were 26.

Rookie partners grow closer as they learn together on the job. They usually must staff the least-wanted shifts--the ones abdicated by veteran cops who use seniority to work day shifts in less risky neighborhoods.

It is a blessing and a curse that Chicago's toughest streets and most treacherous shifts belong to its greenest police officers. Many cops fresh out of academy are careful and deliberate. Others, out of eagerness, tenacity and idealism, are inclined to take risks, to throw their lives on the line for a good traffic stop or drug arrest.

Before becoming police officers, neither Ferenzi nor Ceriale had been familiar with violence--except what they saw on television. Neither was of the old breed of cop who had seen combat on a battlefield before confronting gunfire on the streets. Both had grown up relatively sheltered, born into a generation with no wars to fight and raised in close-knit, white-ethnic families bound up in the seemingly old-fashioned values of faith and commitment, diligence and holiday celebrations.

Ceriale, whose parents were divorced before he started school, lived with his father on the Northwest Side for four years while attending Gordon Tech, a Catholic high school. The boy played football, basketball and baseball. He wrestled. He grew into a big, strapping kid, bigger than either of his parents.

He attended Harper College, in suburban Palatine, in the fall of 1990. He took some criminology courses but did not get a degree. He worked as a car salesman and drove a Budweiser beer truck.

In 1993 Ceriale took the test to become a Chicago police officer. While he waited for his name to come up on the waiting list for a police job, he tended bar at Marge's Pub, an Old Town neighborhood tavern.

When his name came up in the spring of 1997, he quit bartending. His mother didn't relish the thought of her only child being a cop. But it was all Ceriale ever really wanted to do, his father said.

Ferenzi grew up in suburban Melrose Park, where he would live with his parents and sister until becoming a police officer. Police work ran in his family. Two uncles were in the department when he was growing up. One of them--veteran Calumet Area Detective John McCann--had a grandfather he never met; Chicago Police Officer William McCann had been killed in 1930 responding to a burglary.

By the time Ferenzi graduated from Holy Cross High School, his boyhood dream of becoming a cop had faded. He enrolled at the University of Illinois at Chicago, where he began working toward a degree in marketing. He thought he would develop advertising campaigns for a living but then settled into a job as a financial planner.

But when Ferenzi heard some friends talking about taking the Police Department test, his interest was rekindled. He decided to sign up too.

About 25,000 men and women took the three-hour exam in 1993. Ferenzi was one of about 8,000 who made the grade, and his name was put on a list of "well-qualified" candidates to be contacted at random as jobs opened up.

Ferenzi liked the idea of getting away from a desk. He wanted action, unpredictability. He also liked the thought of helping people, protecting others as he would his own family, getting violent criminals off the streets.

It would mean a slight pay cut from his job at Prudential Financial Planning Services, down to $33,522 a year. But when the call came he jumped at the opportunity. He hadn't found work developing ad campaigns. And he didn't like financial planning as much as he had expected; it was all too low-key. Ferenzi figured he had to give police work a try.
O

n May 5, 1997, Ferenzi walked to the end of a long hallway in the Police Academy and sat down in Room 205. It was a quiet place with brown carpet and white walls. Ferenzi, short and boyish, sat behind Ceriale, peering around the tall, broad-shouldered man 7 inches taller than he. With his blue eyes, square jaw and Hollywood smile, Ceriale looked as though he had been sent to the academy by Central Casting.

On the front wall of the room was a blackboard. On the back, a plaque memorializing Chicago Police Officer Daniel Doffyn, a rookie killed in the line of duty in 1995. Most classrooms at the academy have at least one plaque honoring a decorated officer--or one who was killed in the line of duty.

Police academy is a six-month boot camp carried out in the shadow of the city skyline on the Near West Side. Instructors don't necessarily have formal teaching experience, though many do.

The khaki-clad cadets crammed into wraparound desks sat ramrod-straight. In "Patrol Procedures" they learned the 10 deadly errors of police work, chief among them, poor search, or worse yet, no search. There's even a term for valuing nerve over self-preservation: tombstone courage.

Ferenzi and Ceriale each filled a notebook with practice reports they had been required to write. A green sheet listed commonly misspelled words--from "abate" to "zigzag." They received 10 hours of instruction in crisis intervention, seven in crimes against persons, four in crimes against property, four in police morality, three in crimes in progress, and two in fingerprinting.

They learned a little about making a drug bust, how one suspect usually holds the dope while another holds the money.

And they received three hours on surveillance. That lesson is supposed to continue on the job or, for those who become narcotics officers, in follow-up classes taken after graduation. So brief was the introduction that Ferenzi later would think back to his academy days and be unable to recall that they had touched on the subject at all.

It was a crisp day in autumn when they were fitted for their bulletproof vests. Company representatives came bearing tape measures--as if, Ferenzi thought, they were outfitting the cadets for tuxedos.

A man wrapped a tape measure around Ceriale's chest and stomach. He stretched a tape measure down Ceriale from shoulder to belt. Each time, the man blurted out the measurement to a woman with a notepad, who wrote the numbers down.

Ferenzi opted for an upgrade from the standard city-issued model--made by Second Chance Body Armor Inc. A protective vest is about the only piece of equipment a police officer doesn't have to buy for himself. Ferenzi decided to pay an extra $500 from his own pocket for a thicker model with a special titanium "trauma plate" to better absorb the impact of a bullet.

Ceriale settled for the standard model.


T

hey passed Friday nights after academy at Ira's, a dingy police bar in the 1100 block of West Madison Street.

Ira's is marked by an Old Style Beer sign out front, a 50-cents-a-game pool table lit by a Budweiser lamp and bumper stickers on the wall that read, "Proud to be a Union Sheet Metal Worker," and, "If You Love Your Freedom, Thank a Vet." A Confederate flag hangs inconspicuously on the wall near the back door. A life-size stuffed pig wears a Chicago Police cap and has a gun strapped to its right-front leg.

Though the bar doesn't serve breakfast, it opens at 7 a.m., in part to accommodate cops on every shift. Most of the patrons are white men, and they come in all ages, shapes, sizes and ranks, talking, laughing, cursing and draining beer after beer and leaving the empty bottles to stand in mute congregation on the heavy wooden tables.

At Ira's, Ferenzi and Ceriale considered their days in the academy as a first step to becoming the cops they wanted to be: Tough but fair. Compassionate but never naive. They dreamed of good homicides--where the body still was warm and the trail still was hot and the killer might be just around the corner. Arrests like that get awards.

Sometimes, like when they were force-fed elementary grammar, they thought they were wasting their time at the academy. It was easier to pay attention when they were learning the difference between cocaine and heroin, between the drug dealers on the street and the money handlers nearby.

Graduation, at Navy Pier, came on a bright fall day in October 1997. Someone snapped a picture of them, both beaming, Ferenzi looking over Ceriale's shoulder.

Supt. Matt Rodriguez spoke, then the newly sworn officers pinned the badges onto each other's formal blue jackets. Ferenzi got Star No. 11967, Ceriale, No. 17429.

They were detailed to different areas of the city to serve out their obligatory probationary periods. Ceriale went to the 13th District, near where he grew up in Ukrainian Village, and was disappointed there wasn't more to do. Ferenzi went to the 9th, a diverse district that included Comiskey Park, and had as much as he could handle.

Six months later, Ferenzi and Ceriale learned that they had both been assigned to the 2nd District, also known as Wentworth but nicknamed the Deuce. They would be transferred there in April.



E

very rookie had heard about the Deuce, a notorious tangle of housing projects, vacant lots and squat, faded businesses with bars on the doors. It has one of the highest crime rates in the city. Through April this year, Wentworth had 13 homicides, which was third among Chicago's 25 districts; 41 sexual assaults; and 363 robberies.

Ferenzi was nervous, but he was also excited. He wrote a memo asking to work midnights so he and Ceriale could share the same shift--one that would put them under the command of Lt. Michael Byrne, a boss they had heard good things about in the academy.

They quickly made an impression on other officers in the Wentworth District. Lt. Virginia Drozd, a watch commander, noticed how quiet and polite Ceriale was. He always sat or stood near the wall farthest from the door in roll call--near the back corner of the big, stark-white room. He was laid-back and easygoing, with the people skills of a seasoned bartender.

By contrast Ferenzi was intense and fidgety and sometimes seemed lost inside himself. He rocked in his chair. He swung his feet.

Though Ceriale was a few months younger than Ferenzi, most thought he was older. But it was obvious they had one important trait in common: Both were eager and craved all the perverse action the Wentworth District had to offer.

Officer Gerrardo Teneyuque, who had been in the department a year and a half, met Ferenzi in roll call on the rookie's first day in the district: April 30, 1998. They rode together that night.

Two hours and six minutes into the shift, Ferenzi got a taste of Wentworth on his inaugural visit to the red brick, 16-story high-rise at 4101 S. Federal St.

Responding in uniform to a domestic disturbance at about 1:30 a.m., Ferenzi and Teneyuque climbed the steps to the sixth floor, where they could hear people screaming in an apartment. Ferenzi, inside a housing project for the first time, stood speechless. Cockroaches skittered across the walls.

A woman accused a man of beating her. She signed a complaint and he was charged with battery. Down at the car, Ferenzi opened the back door for Teneyuque so he could usher the suspect into the back seat. Suddenly there were two quick pops and the cacophony of shattering glass as the rear window of the squad car blew apart.

"They're shooting at us," Teneyuque shouted.

Ferenzi felt his heart lurch.

He yanked open the front door and dived for cover, landing inside on his stomach, his 5-foot-7-inch frame stretched full-length across the front seat.

For a second the waffled bottoms of Ferenzi's shiny new police boots waved at the building. Then he unlocked the driver's door, shoved it open and squirmed, tumbling out the far side of the car.

Nobody had been hit.

Ferenzi's heart raced. He looked at his watch. Two hours into his first shift. Maybe I could transfer, he thought.

"Welcome to the Deuce," Drozd greeted Ferenzi when he returned to the station house.

"Look at you," Ferenzi recalled Ceriale telling him. "You can't stay out of trouble, can you?"

Despite the risks, the rookies began to embrace their assignment to the Deuce. What better place to gain experience fast?

During Ferenzi's third day on the job, he was assigned to work with Ceriale, their first shift working together. He and his partner rolled to a stop at a red light, Ferenzi behind the wheel. It was early on a Sunday, about 6 a.m. New light bathed the projects.

Facing south, a single car in front of them, Ferenzi and Ceriale heard the squeal of brakes and looked across the intersection. A car headed north had skidded to a stop at the red light.

When the light changed and Ferenzi drove past the car, he shouted out. The driver was sitting in the passenger seat--so he could drive with the Club still attached to the steering wheel of the stolen car.

Ferenzi leaned into a U-turn. The driver of the stolen car stepped on the gas, smashed into a building, then got out and ran.

Ceriale bolted after him.

Ferenzi picked up the radio.

And froze.

How could he call for help? The dispatcher would ask for their location. Ferenzi, in his third day patrolling the Wentworth District, didn't have a clue where he was. Desperately he craned his neck in search of a street sign.

There! Rhodes Avenue.

By the time help arrived none was needed, Ceriale had chased the suspect through a motel lobby, plucked him off a fence and put him in handcuffs. Breathing hard but smiling, he sauntered toward Ferenzi, car thief in tow.


R

iding together two or three shifts a week, the rookies began making a name for themselves. Returning to 4101 S. Federal helped. Ferenzi and Ceriale knew that all manner of arrests were there for the making, many with surprising ease, and Ferenzi revisited the high-rise dozens of times by his own estimate, mostly for radio calls by the dispatcher, but sometimes on his own.

At 4101 an enterprising rookie could write his own ticket. There was crime enough to go around, for the Chicago Housing Authority cops, the city's public housing unit, and rank-and-file police. An activity sheet filled with arrests meant promotions--conviction rates didn't matter. Ambitious from the start, Ferenzi and Ceriale were following the unwritten code of the department: They were getting noticed by the bosses, they were working the most demanding shifts and they were racking up arrests. Maybe someday those arrests would add up to something. They had their sights set on detective. To Ferenzi, that was what being a police officer was all about. No more responding to the same domestic call day after day. You're solving a puzzle. You're finally putting criminals away.

After a brief stint working days with a different partner, Ceriale switched back to midnights. It's a shift dominated by rookies. Of the more than 60 cops now working midnights in the Wentworth District, only six have more than 10 years of experience. Twenty have more than five years. The rest--more than half--have fewer than two.

Ferenzi and Ceriale grabbed at the chance to work in plain clothes, driving around in what is called a CD, or civilian dress car. In a CD car, you have to respond to felonies in progress--shootings, robberies, rapes. But you don't have to chase burglar alarms or worry about lots of routine paperwork. It's good experience, a great way to make arrests and sample the life of a tactical or narcotics officer. You set your own pace, follow your own instincts.

In Wentworth you had to have a year of experience to work a CD car. But the year included six months in the academy and six months probation. By Aug. 13, 1998, Ferenzi had done CD duty about ten times, three or four of them with Ceriale. That night Ferenzi had ducked into Byrne's office, asking the lieutenant for a CD car on the following night.

Byrne had the schedule in front of him. He liked Ferenzi and Ceriale--the "Dago car," he called them--liked their ambition and ability, which in his view made up for their lack of experience and training. Sending them into the South Side in an unmarked car would be reward for good work.

Byrne said if a car was available that would be fine.

"You guys gonna get some arrests?" Byrne asked.

Ferenzi grinned. Driving an unmarked Ford with your partner 10 months out of the academy: What could beat that?

At 3 a.m. Ferenzi returned to the station house to see if the schedule had been posted. It was pressed under clear plastic on the counter.

293/CD

M. Ceriale
J. Ferenzi
Chicago Tribune, Sunday, August 15, 1999
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Part 2

'MAN, WE ARE THE REAL POLICE' 

Rookie partners Michael Ceriale and Joe Ferenzi roamed the night in an unmarked car, eager to make an arrest and a reputation in the notorious 2nd District--the Deuce. Nothing would turn out as they had planned.

By Robert L. Kaiser
Tribune Staff Writer
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oe Ferenzi pulled a black T-shirt on over his protective vest and cinched his wide, black police belt tight around his waist. He pulled his gun out of his backpack and put it in the holster. It was a 9 mm Sig Sauer P228--black and silver with a 13-shot magazine--never fired on the job. He had chosen it while at the academy because it felt good in his hand.

Ferenzi checked out a radio from a storage room near the front desk. He grabbed a laptop computer. He got the keys to the unmarked car he and his rookie partner, Michael Ceriale, would be driving. 

Then he saw Ceriale.

The big cop grinned ear to ear. His hair still was wet. His face was freshly shaved. Under his gray T-shirt, Ceriale wore a St. Christopher medal on a thin gold chain.

"Man, I overslept," Ceriale said.

"That's OK. It's only the weekend," Ferenzi replied facetiously. "We shouldn't be busy."

They hit the road about midnight, Ferenzi at the wheel of their Ford Crown Victoria, which had been designated a CD, or civilian dress car. Tonight they would be free to roam the streets of the troubled Wentworth District.

Working in plain clothes, Ferenzi and Ceriale--along with every other young patrol cop eager to make arrests, get experience and win a promotion--would be doing the work of seasoned officers. The police union suggests that a cop have at least five years of experience before joining a plainclothes tactical team. Ceriale and Ferenzi had been in the department 15 months, including six months as cadets.

Their boss, Lt. Michael Byrne, had every confidence in the two rookies. Neither Ferenzi nor Ceriale had worked in the Wentworth District more than four months. But the way Byrne saw it, the Deuce, as Wentworth was known, provided more experience in four months than many officers get in years on the job.

Ferenzi and Ceriale had asked to work midnights partly because of Byrne. Word had it he was a good boss, with an impressive resume.

Byrne took an interest in Ferenzi and Ceriale, giving them good assignments and engaging them in friendly banter that often started with jabs about each other's ethnic heritage.

In contrast to the rookies, Byrne had been in the department for two decades, having worked in the narcotics, gangs and organized crime units.

He had transferred to the Wentworth District a little over a year ago.

Byrne's career had taken him through some of the city's toughest neighborhoods, where he was known as a street-smart cop, whose aggressive tactics were sometimes called into question.

Byrne shrugs off the handful of lawsuits filed against him.

"If you put yourself out there working fast areas and doing lots of police work, you're going to get complaints," he says.

Byrne thought Ferenzi and Ceriale had just the right mind-set. They wouldn't drive around chatting and killing time.

As they rode in the big silver Ford, Car 293, Ferenzi felt good.

"Man, we are the real police," he said.

They settled on a simple formula. If they scored a good arrest that night, maybe they could lock into a CD car whenever they wanted.

"Half that stuff's luck, though. You just gotta be in the right place at the right time," Ceriale said.

The car purred along State Street in the dark, rumbling over bumps and manholes. Up ahead were Miracle Food and Liquor and Harold's Chicken Shack No. 9. To the left, row after row of high-rises of the Robert Taylor Homes and Stateway Gardens glided past like tombstones.

The Crown Victoria was brand-new and smelled good. You could push back the seat as far as you wanted because there was no cage between the front and the back. It was a clear summer sky, what you could see of it above the glow of the city.

"Maybe we'll get a homicide tonight," Ferenzi said.

The night unfolded slowly until the police radio crackled with news of a shooting near 43rd and State Streets.

Ferenzi mashed the accelerator with his size 9 boot and headed north. The orange globes of street lamps flew toward them.

A crowd had gathered by the time they reached the scene of the shooting yards away from an Amoco station. Paramedics had arrived ahead of Ferenzi and Ceriale.

The victim, a man in his 40s, hung half out of a Chevy, his legs inside, his head and shoulders and arms splayed onto the pavement. Paramedics lifted the man out of the brown four-door car. He had been shot at least three times. There was blood on the seat of his car, a bullet hole through the headrest. A bullet was lodged in his spine, but he was lucid. He told paramedics he couldn't move his legs. They put him in the ambulance.

Ferenzi was unmoved. Though he hadn't seen anyone dead of a gunshot wound until he started working as a police officer, by now he had seen more than a few, the first one, when he was a probationary police officer working in the 9th District. It had been autumn then. A man lay dead at the northwest corner of 51st and Wood Streets.

His training officer took Ferenzi for a look. There was a heavyset teenager sprawled on the sidewalk, eyes wide open, killed moments before in a gang-related drive-by shooting. There was a hole right in the center of his forehead but there wasn't much blood. The wound didn't even look real. Officers had left folded cards along the street like tiny, white tents to mark where bullet casings had fallen.

Ferenzi stared, speechless. But that had been months ago.

At the Amoco station, Ferenzi and Ceriale helped with crowd control, chatted with other officers on the scene and soon left. They headed back to the projects, still looking for the arrest that would make their night.

"You wanna stop at 4101?" Ferenzi asked.

The building at 4101 S. Federal St. is a high-rise in the CHA's Robert Taylor Homes whose violence the rookies knew well. Less than four months ago, Ferenzi had been shot at there by a sniper after responding to a domestic dispute. But its brazen drug trade made it an opportune place to pull down an arrest. About two months earlier, Ferenzi and Ceriale had arrested a 16-year-old just outside the building for possession of heroin.

Ferenzi punched the car north along State Street toward 4101.

Though some big-city police departments have rigid guidelines for officers working in plain clothes--they work in teams with a supervisor and stay in touch on the radio--Chicago's have a great deal of autonomy. Ferenzi and Ceriale did not use the radio to tell anyone where they were going. They arranged for no backup. In a CD car, they were not required to.

Ferenzi passed Root Street, then leaned into a U-turn so he could park along State Street facing south. He and Ceriale walked southwest away from Loeb Equipment Supply Co. and its boxy, brown facade, talking in hushed tones.

They turned west on Root and walked along the sidewalk past a dark playground. Then they trudged up a shallow incline into a tangled stand of trees and scrubby undergrowth and turned to the north.

It wasn't unusual for cops working the Robert Taylor Homes to use this as a stakeout. Some--including two officers from third watch with whom Ferenzi and Ceriale each had worked on occasion--even used it during the day. With a little luck, a cop might observe a drug deal, sneak across Root Street, sidle along the high rise and surprise a suspected dealer. A Class X felony, just like that.

Crouching less than 10 feet apart in the dark, Ferenzi to Ceriale's left, the two cops peered across Root Street at 4101. They saw some young men near the breezeway. It was about 3:30 a.m. Saturday, Aug. 15, 1998.
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or Ferenzi the perils and possibilities of working in the Wentworth District always seemed to come back to this one building, a red Chicago Housing Authority high-rise with a graffiti-tagged breezeway. Sixteen stories high with 10 apartments on each floor, 4101 served as a drug market for the Gangster Disciples.

That night, like almost every night, the Disciples were hawking cocaine and heroin out of the building, according to prosecutors. And they armed themselves with guns, many supplied by Ezra Evans, a 27-year-old South Side man with a pockmarked face.

Evans was an unemployed high school graduate with a spotty work history and three children. He had a criminal record that included a theft conviction and was on probation for a year for taking $895 out of the cash drawer at University National Bank while working as a teller.

Prosecutors say he had another problem: He owed the Gangster Disciples money for cocaine.

When gang members learned Evans had a Firearm Owner's Identification Card, they suggested he work off the debt by buying them guns. Evans complied, buying 13 guns between August 1997 and July 1998 and turning them over to a gang member called Kojak.

One of the guns, bought Dec. 28, 1997, at Chuck's Gun Shop in Riverdale, was a Smith & Wesson, six-shot, .357 Magnum revolver with a four-inch barrel and a blue-steel finish, prosecutors say. In the industry the gun is known as a "man-stopper" because it can fire a longer-than-usual round with more power and range.

As Ferenzi and Ceriale crouched in the trees conducting surveillance of the building at 4101, prosecutors say, a suspected drug dealer named Rob Brandt stationed inside the building was finishing up his 2 a.m. to 4 a.m. shift.

Brandt would later tell police in a written statement that his job was to hide the drugs if intruders were spotted, and about 20 minutes before quitting time, lookouts for the Gangster Disciples noticed movement in the trees.

A member of the gang's "outside security" detail alerted gang members inside the building to grab their guns:

"On them popsicles!" he called out.

Two armed gang members--one with the .357 Magnum from Chuck's and the other with a 9 mm--emerged from the building's front door, according to Brandt's statement.

"I think they made us," Ceriale said as a gangly young man walked in their direction.

"What do you mean?"

"The guy in the orange jersey. He's pointing this way."

"The guy in the No. 5 jersey?"

"Yeah."

The two gunmen walked toward Ferenzi and Ceriale. The one with the .357 raised his gun.

Ferenzi saw a flash.

A bullet fired from a .357 can travel up to 1,350 feet per second--faster than the speed of sound. This one seared at least 50 feet in less than a heartbeat.

With a muffled thup, it tore into Ceriale.

The bullet had a copper jacket and a core of lead. It opened a half-inch hole in the lower left abdomen just below the protective vest, flattening as it burrowed down below the pubic bone toward the hip.

Part of the copper tip wore away to expose a bit of the lead core.

Ferenzi looked at Ceriale on the ground, figuring at first that his partner had hit the dirt because Ceriale thought the fireworks were gunshots. He remembered the following exchange:

"Call an ambulance, I'm shot," Ceriale said, curled up writhing.

"What?" Ferenzi said.

"Call an ambulance. They shot me," Ceriale repeated.

The blood rushed hot behind Ferenzi's face. He dropped to a crouch beside his partner and took his radio off his belt.

"293, emergency," he said, referring to their car number.

"I have a police officer shot at 4101 S. Federal St.," Ferenzi said, his voice uneven and squeaky. "We need an ambulance immediately."

Had something caught the light? Had one of them moved? Not that Ferenzi could remember. They hadn't learned much at the academy about surveillance, and Ferenzi and Ceriale hadn't had that much time on the streets to pick up the fine points.

The police dispatcher notified the fire dispatcher. The fire dispatcher turned to the computer to notify the firehouse at the corner of 40th Street and Dearborn Avenue.
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pstairs in the Engine 16 firehouse, 27-year-old paramedic Billy Sotos sat down on the edge of his bed.

Sotos was tired. It had been a busy night. He and his partner, Al Batiz, had just returned from a run to Cook County Hospital, where they had taken the shooting victim from the Amoco station. Sotos hadn't noticed Ferenzi and Ceriale working crowd control there earlier.

Sotos began to remove his shoes when the firehouse alarm rang. The radio blared: "Gunshot victim at 31 W. Root St."

He rose from the bed, forgetting his exhaustion.

Sotos pulled on his bulletproof vest and went downstairs and climbed into the ambulance alongside Batiz. The engine still was warm. He turned the ignition and began to drive.

Ceriale wondered what was taking the paramedics so long.

"Where the hell are they?" he grumbled as he lay on his back. "Are they taking the ----ing bus?"

The night had grown strangely quiet. The figures at the building had disappeared.

Ceriale was sweating and cursing now. He couldn't feel his leg.

Sirens wailed as police cars descended from every direction.

"You're a jinx," Ceriale told his partner.

Hearing police arrive, Ferenzi shone his flashlight so they could find their way.

Ceriale said he thought the wound was in his leg. Ferenzi studied his jeans in the dark and saw no blood. He breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe it's not too bad.

Then he saw the dark spot on Ceriale's T-shirt. With their palms Ferenzi and another officer pressed the shirt against the wound to stanch the flow of blood.

"I can't feel my leg," Ceriale said again.

Some of the arriving officers stood over him. One of them had planned to play basketball with him come Sunday. Ceriale's face was contorted in pain, but he was conscious. He told them about the shooting. Ferenzi retraced their final steps.

When Sotos and Batiz reached Ceriale, about 20 feet back from the sidewalk, the cops surrounding him backed away. One of them had taken Ceriale's gun--standard procedure when a cop goes down.

Only a week earlier Ceriale had told his father he never had been happier; he was doing what he loved. Now Sotos was shoving a heavy gauze dressing against his abdomen to stop the bleeding. The gauze soaked through red almost immediately. Cops were helping paramedics lift the 6-foot-2, 195-pound Ceriale onto a backboard.

Though Ceriale was alert he didn't say anything as the paramedics put him on the stretcher.

Sotos looked at the bloody wound just below Ceriale's vest and thought: That's a one-in-a-million shot.

"What's your name?" Sotos asked as he carried the foot of the stretcher.

"Mike Ceriale."

"When's your birthday?"

"January 21."

To gauge whether Ceriale was conscious and alert, Sotos continued asking questions. Ceriale looked tired. He told the paramedics everything hurt. His back. His stomach.

Lt. Virginia Drozd, the watch commander who had rushed to the scene, caught Ceriale's gaze as paramedics carried the stretcher past and smiled wanly.

"Hi," she said softly, waving.

Across town Lt. Byrne blinked awake in his bed. His blue eyes bore into the dark, wondering what had broken his slumber.

Byrne couldn't sleep. Restless, he walked to the car to check his pager. It was filled with "911" messages. He called the station and was told Ceriale had been shot. He was seriously wounded. Byrne threw on some clothes and raced to district headquarters.

At the scene of the shooting, Sotos, sweat shining on his forehead, looked down at Ceriale. "I'm going to start an IV on you, Michael," he said.

He grabbed Ceriale's left arm.

Ceriale grabbed Sotos' left arm.

"Don't let me go," the cop said, his face gray.

"You're not going anywhere," Sotos said.

Right before the ambulance left, Ferenzi climbed inside.

Ceriale turned his head and looked silently at his partner.

"You're gonna be all right," Ferenzi said.

Ferenzi got out and watched anxiously as the ambulance turned the corner and disappeared.

"Is Cook County a good place to take him?" Ferenzi asked Drozd nervously.


"It's a good place," she said. "They get a lot of gunshot wounds there."
Chicago Tribune, Monday, August 16, 1999
Partners in peril
A STORY IN FOUR PARTS

Part 3

'YOU'VE FOUGHT LONG ENOUGH'


By Robert L. Kaiser
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aramedic Billy Sotos stepped on the gas, and Ambulance 35 surged north on State Street. In the back lay Chicago Police Officer Michael Ceriale, clinging to consciousness. Paramedics aren't supposed to break the speed limit, but it was almost 4 a.m., and Sotos had a police escort to the hospital.

Ceriale had been shot in the abdomen while on surveillance of a 24-hour-a-day drug operation in the Robert Taylor Homes. He was losing a lot of blood. The IV was replenishing some of what had drained out of him onto the dead leaves and sticks at the hiding place he shared with his partner, Joe Ferenzi, across the street from 4101 S. Federal St. Three liters of a sodium chloride solution dripped into Ceriale during the seven-minute trip to the hospital. As he lay there with his blood-soaked T-shirts cut away, his face went from gray to pink. 

He lost consciousness by the time the ambulance reached the emergency room entrance at Cook County Hospital.

The brooding main building of County is more than 80 years old, but it houses one of the city's six Level 1 trauma centers and is equipped to handle the most dire medical crises.

Looming pallid alongside the Eisenhower Expressway, the hospital is an icon of urban violence, familiar to many who never have stepped inside. Its ponderous facade is a common backdrop for television dramas, including "ER" -- a show loosely based on County's emergency room.

Behind the green doors of the trauma ward, doctors and nurses hustle to save everyone from gangsters to cops -- sometimes laboring simultaneously over those who have shot each other.

Off the job, they sometimes wear T-shirts emblazoned with a question they commonly hear from patients and their families: "Did you get the bullet out?"

Sotos and his partner, Al Batiz, had been to Cook County less than an hour before with a victim who had been shot in his car near an Amoco station on the South Side. That man had taken a bullet in the spine and couldn't move his legs, but he would survive. Now, a little after 4 a.m., they hauled in Ceriale.

Hospital orderlies wheeled the cop into a bright-white room with a solitary bed in the middle. The bullet was lodged in the soft tissue of the backside of the right hip. The hole it bore was half an inch in diameter. Doctors and nurses huddled over the bed trying to stop the bleeding. If they didn't succeed, he would slowly bleed to death.

At about 5 a.m. they wheeled Ceriale through a dim, stuffy hallway into an elevator and took him up to surgery.

Police, most of them from the 2nd District, known as the Deuce, poured into the hospital and were directed to a waiting room on the second floor.

A solemn ritual had begun.

When a cop is shot, a time-honored chain of events rapidly follows -- set in motion sometimes by the supervising sergeant, sometimes by an officer at the desk. Everyone must be notified. The watch commander. The street deputy. The area deputy. The district commander. Someone from the crime lab. The superintendent.

Some are called or paged. Some are radioed.

Rev. Thomas Nangle, the police chaplain, carries a pager whose number is known to only the FBI and the Chicago police. But it was the phone that woke Nangle in the hours before dawn on Saturday, Aug. 15, 1998.

Shortly after Ferenzi arrived at the hospital, he spotted Nangle. The chaplain was wearing his cassock and collar. The soft-spoken Nangle, 55, is usually the one assigned to tell cops their partner is dead. The sight of him made the blood pound in Ferenzi's head.

Nangle apologized for alarming Ferenzi. Ceriale was alive, he said.

In the waiting room, Ferenzi saw Police Supt. Terry Hillard, who got the call on his car phone as he was driving home from his parents' house.

It was the first shooting of a police officer on Hillard's watch as superintendent. Ferenzi, one of the most junior members of the department, never had met the 54-year-old chief, a tall, soft-spoken man with 30 years on the job. Hillard has worked in some of the city's toughest districts, including Wentworth, and served time as an undercover gang-crimes specialist. He was no stranger to violence, having taken a bullet himself while responding to a domestic disturbance in 1975.

He walked up to Ferenzi and introduced himself, offering words of comfort. But if there were some secret talisman stored by the department's brass for moments such as this, it would not be revealed to Ferenzi that night.

"Are those boots heavy?" Hillard asked.

Ferenzi heard the question clearly, but it caught him off guard.

Are those boots heavy?

The question hung between them as Ferenzi forced himself to think.

Are those boots heavy?

Ferenzi looked down at his feet.

"Yes," he answered. "They are heavy."

Hillard nodded. The department was thinking of testing some lighter, athletic shoes for the officers, he said.
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t 7 a.m. Saturday, a small, bright-eyed nurse arrived at the hospital, punched the time clock and hurried into the trauma ward. Yolanda Valencia is a veteran trauma clinician and one of two nurses who would tend to Ceriale for a week. She was supposed to have the day off, but her boss had called and asked her to come in.

Valencia, who is married to a police officer, didn't hesitate.

Between 8 and 9 a.m., Ceriale came down from surgery and was put in Bed 3, in a bay big enough to accommodate all the equipment, doctors and nurses he would need.

A digital clock glowed red above his head.

Ceriale still was unconscious. A tube in his mouth ran down his trachea to his lungs so he could breathe. Multiple IVs pumped blood and fluid into him.

The bullet remained in Ceriale's hip; doctors had decided it posed no further threat where it was and so they need not remove it.

Ferenzi left the hospital and went to the 2nd District station, to help with the investigation, which already was in high gear.

The shooting of a police officer provokes a ferocious response born of fraternity and anger. Cops wired on coffee and adrenaline paced the station house, while others swarmed the building at 4101 S. Federal in search of suspects and witnesses. At first, there wasn't much to go on besides Ferenzi and Ceriale's description of the gunman. Ceriale had whispered his account to patrol officers in his final moments of consciousness.

Less than a half hour after the shooting, police arrested a gangly 16-year-old named Jonathan Tolliver as he strolled past the scene of the crime. Tolliver, who wore an orange jersey and hat, matched the description of the shooter.

Investigators got another break when a man who acknowledged he had been working the drug market at 4101 passed along the street monikers of two others who allegedly had been there that morning: "Chi-Town" Alexander and "Big Rob." With dozens of police officers investigating the case, one suspect led them to the next, starting with George Alexander, 18, who allegedly volunteered a statement after he was driven by his mother to the Area 1 violent crimes office at Wentworth. His attorney would later claim that his client's statement was coerced.

Next police paid a visit to 17-year-old Rob Brandt in his sixth-floor apartment at 4101. He too gave a detailed statement to police, though his attorney would also claim in court that it was coerced.

Soon, four men stood charged: Brandt, Tolliver, Alexander and Willie Hunter, 23.

The high-rise at 4101 was a nest of drugs, guns and gangs. The suspects were allegedly members of the Gangster Disciples, which protected its turf with a deadly arsenal hidden beneath a refrigerator in a vacant fifth-floor apartment. Their drug operation seemed to thrive despite ongoing police pressure. Ferenzi and Ceriale, like so many cops in the Wentworth District, rushed to the building repeatedly as it exploded with violence and gravitated to it on their own, knowing they could make an arrest there.

For three of the suspects arrested in Ceriale's shooting, the court system had proved to be a revolving door.

Just three days before the shooting, police had arrested Tolliver at 4101 S. Federal and charged him with possession of a controlled substance after allegedly finding the teenager with 30 small plastic bags of cocaine. He was released by a juvenile court judge and was awaiting a hearing. Alexander had been charged in June 1998 with possession of marijuana after police allegedly found 15 grams in his pocket. That arrest also had taken place at 4101. The case was dismissed. And Hunter had been arrested at 4101 in September 1997 after a police officer allegedly found him carrying a plastic bag containing 16 packets of what was thought to be cocaine. That case also was dismissed.

Details about the shooting are still sketchy. Defense attorneys have been reluctant to share information. The police and prosecution version of events, which follows, comes from witnesses, from statements allegedly made by the suspects, who have pleaded not guilty, and from descriptions provided by Ceriale and Ferenzi.

A little after 3:30 a.m., Alexander shouted, "On them popsicles!" -- street code meant to warn other gang members to get their guns.

Tolliver emerged from the building wearing an orange shirt and hat and carrying a .357 revolver, followed by Hunter, who held a 9 mm pistol. They strode toward Root Street in the direction of Ferenzi and Ceriale, who lurked among the trees.

Tolliver fired once, then everyone bolted.

The day after the shooting, Hunter called Brandt and told him to get the gun from under the refrigerator and drop it out the window. From there gang members would stash it in two more places: a hole in the wall at a vacant apartment and an electrical-meter box on the 13th floor at 4022 S. State St.

Detectives found it in the electrical box after interrogating Brandt. There was a blade of grass in the barrel. There was one empty chamber.

According to Brandt's statement, he did not know until after the shooting that the victim was a police officer.

Police traced the serial number to Chuck's Gun Shop in Riverdale and a buyer named Ezra Evans, who purchased weapons for the gang because he owed them drug money. They arrested Evans later in the week at his home.

The gunrunner would weep when he pleaded guilty.

Between helping with the investigation and their regular duties, officers kept a vigil at the hospital.

The waiting forged a curious community, doctors and cops and girlfriends and nurses bonded by the experience of watching a man fight for his life against tall odds. Some officers camped out at the hospital through the warm nights of waiting. A handful of close friends and relatives set up a table and chairs outside the emergency room doors. Television stations beamed images of the nightly soap opera to an anxious and concerned city.

Ceriale's father once found Supt. Hillard standing quietly at Mike's bedside in the middle of the night.

On the wall behind Ceriale's pillow were photographs of him, including a newspaper clipping showing Ceriale reaching to catch a touchdown pass for Gordon Tech, taped there by his mother, Maria Ceriale. She had hung a St. Christopher medal there too. And a rosary. A figure of the Madonna sat on the shelf.

Ferenzi hesitated before approaching Bed 3 the first time, a little more than 24 hours after the shooting. He wanted to visit his partner but he was afraid of giving Ceriale germs.

He walked in and stood alone beside the bed.

"You have to get better," Ferenzi said, touching his unconscious partner's head. "We're supposed to be detectives together."

F

erenzi visited Ceriale several times that day. And again the next day, Monday.

After one long bedside vigil he went outside and stood beside the driveway to the emergency room. It was 1 a.m.

Lt. Michael Byrne drove up. Byrne was the supervisor who granted Ferenzi's request to work with Ceriale in plain clothes the night of the shooting, a common practice in police districts in Chicago even though many of the younger officers have little training in such work.

Byrne approached Ferenzi with tears in his eyes.

"It was a real stupid move putting you guys in plain clothes. This never would have happened," Byrne said.

Ferenzi looked tired, but he consoled Byrne.

"Mike's gonna make it. He's hanging in there. He's gonna be OK." Ferenzi said.

Since the shooting he had been upbeat, at least on the surface. Everyone had noticed. "When Mike gets better," Ferenzi would say. He prefaced so many statements that way.

"When Mike's out of the hospital?"

Byrne went inside and stood over Ceriale.

"C'mon, Mike," he said. "You gotta come around. We need you back at work."

Byrne saw Ceriale's father, Tony Ceriale.

"If only I hadn't sent them out there. I was giving them a perk, a reward," Byrne said.

In the throes of his own anguish, the elder Ceriale felt sorry for the lieutenant.

"Don't worry about it," he said. "It wasn't your fault."

But he couldn't help thinking: Maybe my son and his partner shouldn't have been out there. Maybe they were too young, not ready. Maybe they shouldn't have been transferred to such a dangerous district in the first place -- not with so little experience.

The elder Ceriale is a gruff man with a deeply lined, craggy face and a nervous, slightly distracted manner. He looked up to his son. Michael Ceriale was Tony Ceriale's greatest success. The father was stunned. He was worried. He was angry.

He stood silently beside his ex-wife at their son's side, tired but loath to give up hope.

Maria Ceriale occupied herself comforting others and making sure everyone was fed. She always checked that the order was big enough to include hospital staff.

Each morning Valencia, the nurse, would glance over toward Bed 3 -- afraid she might see the crowd gone, the commotion stilled, the bed empty.

Then she would check on Ceriale, studying his swollen face, looking at the monitors, checking the wound, listening to his lungs.

One day while Valencia completed her routine, she saw Maria Ceriale enter the room and spot a second photo of her son taped above the bed. It had been placed there by his ex-girlfriend, a Chicago cop whom Ceriale still loved though their relationship was over.

Valencia watched as Maria Ceriale took down the photo. She said her son's hair was combed all wrong in it.

Day after day Valencia watched Ceriale's life parade past: The women he loved. His football coach from high school, where Ceriale had played tight end. His buddies and instructors from the Police Academy. Byrne. Even Sotos, the paramedic. He visited several times.

And then there was Ceriale's quiet, solitary partner.

Ferenzi was a frequent visitor at Ceriale's bedside, standing alone, speaking to his partner, always reaching to touch his arm or his hair.

Officer Geraldo Teneyuque, who had worked with both Ferenzi and Ceriale, found Ferenzi at the hospital and they hugged. Teneyuque drove them to a nearby Jewel to buy soft drinks for the Ceriale family.

"Are people blaming me for what happened?" Ferenzi asked.

"Don't even think that way," Teneyuque said. "It's nobody's fault except the guy who pulled the trigger."

On Tuesday morning -- three days after the shooting -- LifeSource Blood Services set up three six-bed mobile donation centers outside the hospital at the request of the Police Department. So many people came they had to take numbers and wait under a tent outside on a hot August day.

Valencia took a number too. During the weeklong vigil at Cook County Hospital, 509 donors from all over Chicago would give blood at the hospital. Overall the blood drive would net more than 2,000 pints throughout the city.

"You wouldn't believe how many people are here for you," Ferenzi told his partner.

On Wednesday Ferenzi left the hospital and went into the Loop for an appointment with Beverly Jackson, the Police Department psychologist. Jackson had called Ferenzi to see if he wanted to talk.

Ferenzi pushed through the revolving door into the massive Old Colony Building on Dearborn Street, and rode the wobbly elevator to the eighth floor.

Inside her office, Jackson rose.

"This isn't counseling," she told him. It's what she tells every cop when they first enter her office.

Torn between a need to grieve and a fear of being stigmatized, many cops reeling from the loss of a partner or any other traumatic event eschew counseling. Often, they find solace in a night out with fellow officers.

The department is considering mandatory sessions for officers who have been through a traumatic event, Jackson says. Though cops ostensibly are required to call her after a shooting, that rule isn't enforced and many disdain such a plea for help -- the perceived baggage of which is evident in department vernacular that favors the military term "debriefing" over the word "counseling."

Jackson told Ferenzi what she tells many of the officers who visit her: "Someone once said police work is God's work. Somebody has to protect the rest of us from those who would do us harm."

After about an hour, he left feeling no better -- never to return. He went back to the hospital and took a number to give blood.
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s the days passed, Ceriale's face -- so smooth and clean-shaven that night he had rushed into work late -- grew dark with a five o'clock shadow, and a mustache crept across his lip. But the eyes stayed closed.

The fight to save Ceriale never progressed much beyond the basic objectives of paramedics in those first, chaotic moments among the trees. Attending physicians and nurses struggled to keep him from bleeding to death, operating five times and giving him more than 200 pints of blood -- about 20 times the amount circulating in an average adult.

And then surgery no longer was an option. Ceriale couldn't be stabilized enough. More than once his heart had stopped. Though doctors had revived him, circulation in his limbs had suffered. Ceriale had thrown a blood clot and it had lodged in his left arm. His hand became pale and mottled. Doctors decided to amputate. But instead of taking him to the operating room -- a trip Ceriale was in no shape to make -- they performed a medical amputation at his bedside, tying off the left hand with a tourniquet five inches above the wrist, then packing it in dry ice.

Tony Ceriale agonized quietly but dealt with it his own way. Mike's right-handed, he thought. He can get a prosthesis. He can still play golf.

Each day, when his vital signs appeared to rebound, the family celebrated. "I know you think we're crazy," Tony Ceriale told Valencia. The nurse smiled.

She was momentarily glad for the family, but in her heart she feared Ceriale was waging a losing battle. His kidneys had shut down -- a common occurrence for someone losing large amounts of blood; the body shunts all the blood to the most vital organs, including the brain and the heart, while others go into decline.

Almost a week had passed now, and Ceriale was no better.

On Thursday there was a candlelight vigil on the heliport outside the hospital.

On Friday, Valencia told Tony Ceriale, "He's having a bad day." She stayed on the unit after punching out at 3:15 p.m.

Valencia watched a solemn procession of visitors, even more subdued than before, as they took turns standing beside Ceriale, touching him, talking to him.

That evening Ferenzi returned to the hospital after dinner to be greeted by Ceriale's cousin. You better go see him now, the cousin said.

Ferenzi stood alone at the bed.

"I'm really sorry I took you over there," he said, the words choked and broken.

He put his hand on Ceriale's head.

"I know you tried your best. You gotta be tired."

Ceriale was blue by the time his mother and father stood with their only child.

"You've fought long enough," Tony Ceriale heard his ex-wife tell their son softly.

"It's all right to give it up."

Early Friday evening, Ceriale died. It was six days after the shooting.

Valencia, nearly 10 pounds lighter than when the week began, took down the photo and the medal and the rosary and handed them to Maria Ceriale.
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Partners in peril
A STORY IN FOUR PARTS

Part 4
'ALL OF US ARE SUFFERING’



By Robert L. Kaiser
Tribune Staff Writer

H

e isn't sure why he called a dead man. Joe Ferenzi just wanted to hear his partner's voice again.

Driving in his black Dodge pickup truck a few days after Officer Michael Ceriale died of a gunshot wound, Ferenzi picked up the cell phone and dialed Ceriale's number. 

Miles away, inside a tan three-flat in Wicker Park, a phone rang. The apartment was just the way Ceriale had left it when he had kissed his grandmother goodbye and bolted out the door, late for the graveyard shift, the night he was shot. Ceriale had grown up in this three-flat with his Ukrainian mother and grandmother. Maria Ceriale hadn't the heart to enter her son's garden apartment. She would never again use the plate from his last meal.

When Wentworth District police cleaned out Locker 584, it was Ceriale's father, Tony, who bundled up the crisp, new uniform shirts and took them home.

Ferenzi, driving now with his cell phone to his ear, heard Ceriale's phone recording pick up and recognized his partner's voice. There was no room for any more messages.

After the shooting, Ferenzi was off for two weeks--the first in a death vigil at the hospital, the second in a fog of grief and regret that would block much of August 1998 from memory. Ferenzi sank deep inside himself. He declined to meet buddies from the Police Academy at Ira's, a cop bar west of the Loop where they went to drown their sorrows in Miller Lite. He was silent and brooding with his girlfriend, Colleen Higgins.

He sat at home, watching television without really seeing.

Ferenzi had not lost the feeling of desolation that so gripped him at the funeral. The sound of Ceriale's recorded voice couldn't mute the memory of the solitary church bell that tolled every 10 seconds, punctuating the vast, quiet pageant that was a city's farewell to its fallen soldier.

It was a bright and glorious August morning. Hundreds of people lined the streets of Ukrainian Village, the West Side neighborhood where Ceriale had gone to Catholic school as a kid. Old women looked out from second-floor windows and stoops, their hands clasped in the silent prayers of mothers and mourners. Uniformed cops from the nearby Wood Street station, where Ceriale had answered roll call for six months during his probationary period, fashioned a somber parade--some clutching their children, others pulling them in wagons along Chicago Avenue on their way to St. Nicholas Ukrainian Catholic Cathedral.

After spending nearly a week consoling others with optimistic predictions of his partner's recovery, Ferenzi felt reality sink in as he neared the church. Turning the corner in a van with the other pallbearers, he glimpsed squad cars lining the street as far as the eye could see. A chill ran up his spine.

A white hearse bore Ceriale in a steel-blue coffin draped with a flag of the City of Chicago. Ferenzi, along with seven other officers, carried Ceriale into the church.

Inside St. Nicholas, an imposing Byzantine cathedral, the choir sang from its loft in the rear of the church, coaxing a response from the nuns and the schoolchildren who lined the right side of the cathedral. Burly police officers sniffed and dabbed at their eyes. Filled pews creaked under the great weight.

There was Mayor Richard Daley, who himself had lost a son to spina bifida, now come to bury a son of the city. "The death of a young person is heartbreaking for a mother and father," the mayor began his eulogy. He gripped the lectern to steady himself. The tears came fast. "Less than two years ago, he stood at Navy Pier. He raised his right hand, he stood by that motto: 'We serve and protect.' He was taken from us."

There was Supt. Terry Hillard, so calm and cryptic in conversation with Ferenzi during the hospital death-watch, now trembling and sorrowful. "All of us are suffering," Hillard said. "In this cynical time where heroes have feet of clay, Michael emerged as a genuine role model."

There were the rookies from the Police Academy and the first-watch officers who had stood with Ceriale in roll call at the 2nd District--the Deuce, they called it.

There was Billy Sotos, the paramedic who remembered how Ceriale begged him to save his life, and Yolanda Valencia, a trauma nurse attending a patient's funeral for only the third time in her 16 years at Cook County Hospital.

And there was Lt. Michael Byrne.

Byrne's decision to let the rookies work in plain clothes the night of the shooting haunted him as he sat red-eyed at the funeral.

Byrne liked Ferenzi and Ceriale, and they liked him. He had taken them under his wing. Had the rookies come back to the station house that fateful night with an arrest, another step closer to making detective, Byrne would have looked like the trusting tutor he felt he had become to the two. Instead, he was burying Ceriale and calling Ferenzi repeatedly to check on his well-being. Byrne had even visited one of the department's counselors to talk about his pain and regret.

One day, he got in a car and revisited the scene of Ceriale's shooting at the Robert Taylor Homes. Then he did it again. Then again. Soon, the drive became a ritual. Several times a week, when his shift ends at the Wentworth District, Byrne drives along Root Street alone. At the place where Ceriale first heard the gang warning--"On them popsicles!"--then the gunshot, Byrne slows his car.

He stares at the weedy spot where Ceriale fell. He looks across the street at 4101 S. Federal St., the public housing high-rise where the rookies sought something that straddled experience and action. Then he steers his squad car through a fire lane for a closer look at the building before driving away.

Byrne says he would probably send the two out again in plain clothes for a midnight shift. But he can't hide the inner turmoil his decision has caused.

"It was the right thing to do, I think," Byrne said. "But you always second-guess yourself. The way I feel about it now, given the opportunity to put people in plain clothes, I would take a closer look at the circumstances and what their assignments would be."

After the shooting, some officers around the city wondered why two young rookies had been given the freedom to roam the projects unsupervised and without backup in the middle of the night. It's an assignment so unstructured and risky as to be nearly unheard of in many other big-city police departments.

"Real police work is not 'Starsky and Hutch,' " New York City Detective Walter Burnes said. "If somebody says he's going out into the projects for the night to work narcotics, you'd look at him like he was out of his mind."

As the bell tolled for Ceriale, these were the hard issues that others in the pews at St. Nicholas confronted. Among them were Wentworth Cmdr. Donald Hilbring and Lt. Virginia Drozd.

The day after Ceriale was shot, Hilbring walked into the office of Drozd, the watch commander in the Wentworth District who was on duty at the time of the shooting. Drozd, a short, stocky woman with weary eyes, looked up from her desk.

"Nobody should be doing narcotics work," Hilbring told her. "We're not trained in that."

Drozd bristled. Ferenzi and Ceriale had hid among the trees for only about four minutes before the shooting. In her mind, they were hardly doing surveillance.

"They weren't doing narcotics work," Drozd told Hilbring. "They just went over there to check the building out."

It's over, Hilbring told her. From now on, nobody with less than two years of experience will be allowed in a civilian dress car.

That night at roll call, Drozd realized how impossibly young and inexperienced the force in one of Chicago's toughest districts had become. She didn't have two officers in the shop with enough experience to staff a CD car and had to stop putting one up.

Within days of the shooting, Supt. Hillard assembled a committee of district commanders to examine the circumstances surrounding the tragedy and to determine if the department should improve training or restrict the use of CD cars.

"I might have done it a different way if I had been watch commander. But I didn't know Mike Ceriale. The watch commander there did," Hillard said.

A year later the committee has not released its report and there has been no change in department policy.

Because many experienced cops pull seniority and transfer to day shifts in quieter districts, most of those on Ceriale's watch were young and green. It was a close-knit group. The shooting shook them up. For weeks the department sent chaplains and counselors to the Wentworth District. One night at 11:30--the time Ceriale would have been arriving at the station--officers held a private ceremony with pizza and pop and prayers.

Some had been through academy together, doubtless ever imagining that they would be gathered at a funeral mass so soon.

The church bell tolled for hours, in chorus with the funeral liturgy of St. John Chrysostom and the Celtic bagpipes that met mourners on the steps outside the Oakley Avenue cathedral. The processional from the church to All Saints Cemetery in Des Plaines stretched more than a mile, joined by patrol cars from as far as Champaign and Milwaukee, their Mars lights flashing a silent tribute.

At the entrance to the cemetery mausoleum waited five busloads of khaki-uniformed recruits, each of them a portrait of Ceriale just 10 months earlier.

Ferenzi left the cemetery that afternoon, not soon to return. He felt guilty for staying away from Ceriale's tomb.

But it was just too hard. Everything was too hard.

He could think of only one thing they should have done differently that night: Not having gone to 4101 S. Federal St. at all.

He had looked forward to working side by side toward their career goal of being detectives. Instead Ceriale got a plaque in the glass case inside the front door of the Wentworth station house.

And Ferenzi got a certificate of commendation right below it that describes how one summer night at 3:38 a.m. he "requested assistance . . . and began administering first aid to his fallen partner."

"You gotta get out of here, Joe," Byrne told him one night.

Ferenzi agreed and when an opening came up in September, he transferred to the Foster Avenue District on Chicago's North Side. The routine there was calmer.

Ferenzi believed that finding a new partner wouldn't be easy. Who would want to work with him after what had happened? Theyre going to think I made a mistake, he worried. But he soon met a young cop named Scott Pierson who was starting over, too. Pierson, whose wife is a police officer and who has a 2-year-old boy, had just transferred from the busy Marquette District on the citys West Side.

For Ferenzi, moving to the Foster Avenue District meant being closer to his new house, which he plans to share with longtime girlfriend Colleen Higgins when they marry in May. More important it meant working safer streets. Nights in the Foster District, with its parks, three-flats and prim bungalows, aren't routinely paced by gunfire like those in Wentworth.

It has been an adjustment. He gets bored at Foster. He picks up a lot less overtime than in the Wentworth District. Ferenzi has not worked in an unmarked car since the last night he rode with Ceriale. Because of a manpower shortage in the Foster district, CD cars rarely are staffed--especially for the afternoon shifts, which Ferenzi now works. Assuming there will be none available, he never asks.

He wonders if his career will suffer. Sometimes he forgets how to do the things that were commonplace on the South Side--forgets how to write certain reports, like shootings and drug arrests. In those moments the more experienced Ferenzi has to think back on how the less experienced Ferenzi would have done it.

But he does not plan to ask for a transfer. It would be too hard on Higgins. He calls her from the station each night before she goes to bed. Sometimes he calls his mother.

When Ferenzi is frisking someone and he makes them assume the position just right--leaning heavily on the squad car with both hands and feet spread--the subject of the search might ask the cop why he's being such a stickler.

And Ferenzi will say: "Because I don't know who you are. And I'm going home tonight."

In winter Ferenzi returned to the scene of the shooting. It was dark. He was driving with a friend. Something drew him to the place. It looked like some of the trees behind which he and Ceriale had hidden were gone. This was sacred ground. Who would cut down the trees? He felt sadness, then anger.
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very bulletin of a fresh assault on an officer jangles Ferenzi.

At the funeral of slain Chicago Police Officer John Knight in January, Ferenzi wept softly as he stood in front of the church. The tolling of the bell had transported him back to the funeral of his late partner.

In early March, Officer James Camp had been shot to death.

Two weeks later the cordless phone in Ferenzi's house chirped.

"I just heard on the radio a policeman was shot in 15," Lt. Michael Byrne said.

"What?" Ferenzi's voice was high and pinched.

"Another police officer got shot, over in 15," Byrne said as he listened to the police radio in his car. "Hold on. Let me see if I can hear more."

Ferenzi paced.

"They said he was shot in the vest," Byrne continued. "He's OK."

Later that afternoon there was television footage of a cop investigating Schak's shooting. It showed the officer kicking the legs out from under a young man in handcuffs.

After midnight Ferenzi stopped at a White Hen Pantry to get a soft drink. Daniel Heifitz, a store clerk, struck up a conversation.

"Did you see on TV where those policemen kicked that guy's feet out from under him?" Heifitz asked.

"We don't know what happened," Ferenzi replied.

"C'mon. Getting people off a bus and lining them up against a fence? One of the cops kicked the back of a guy's knees so he'd fall down."

"I'm sure they'll check it out," Ferenzi said.

"Well, I think they went too far. You can't do that when you got somebody handcuffed--just kick a guy's feet out from under him."

"Well, emotions were probably a little high. Here you've got a police officer downtown with his star being retired the same day you got some piece of filth shooting at a sergeant."

The man Heifitz had seen take a fall on the West Side was Dorian Lamont Hughes, a 21-year-old who had served 18 months for drugs possession and was discharged in December. Police officers grabbed Hughes and handcuffed him. The TV cameras caught it all.

"Sure on TV he might look like Joe Civilian," Ferenzi told Heifitz, his blood rising. "But that guy probably had been arrested several times before. He probably had something to do with it or knew who did."

Hughes was charged with disorderly conduct, but the case was dismissed.

"It's bad out there," Ferenzi added.

Heifitz grinned.


"How often is it really that a cop gets shot at, though?" he said. "It doesn't happen that much."

Ferenzi's brown eyes grew wide.

"You gotta be kidding me," he said. "You are sadly mistaken. It happens all the time. It just doesn't always make the news. You live here among transplanted suburbanites where everything smells like roses. I was shot at three times in five months.

"You've heard of Michael Ceriale?" he said.

Heifitz nodded.

"Well, I was his partner."

Ferenzi left the store seething and climbed back in the car with Pierson. The job felt thankless. Ceriale's shooting had changed him in subtle ways, he knew.

At times he could still plumb the optimism of his early days in the department, and he says he plans on taking the detective's test in October.

"If somebody's doing something and I don't catch them today, I know I'll catch them the next day," he says one day on patrol.

At other times, he feels more jaded, as though it's us against them. And he is more acutely aware of the futility of the job. Just three days before Ceriale was shot, the accused gunman, a 16-year-old, had been released by a juvenile court judge after being charged with drug possession.

A year later, the four men charged with murdering Ceriale have not yet gone to trial. They have pleaded not guilty and defense attorneys will be challenging police conduct in the case, arguing that statements were coerced and innocent men railroaded in the heat of investigating the shooting of a cop."I know I can just go out there and throw anybody in jail," he says. "But what's the point?"

On Good Friday Ferenzi got some allergy shots, ran a few errands and returned home to shower and dress for work.

He pulled on his black police boots, lacing first the left, then the right. He reached into the closet by the front door and took out the backpack that held his gun.

As he left for work, he heard polka music coming from the home next door. 
Ferenzi slid into his purple Camaro, steered down the alley and drove into the fading light of a late afternoon.

At the station, he dressed in his blue uniform shirt and pants. He wore a digital watch his fiance had given him.

On Ferenzi's badge was a black band, still in place long after Police Department protocol suggests removing it. He held his checkerboard Chicago Police cap, a prayer card with Ceriale's picture tucked into a pocket where other officers keep photographs of children and wives.

After another slow shift driving the quiet streets of the Foster District, Ferenzi went home, climbed the stairs and stood alone in the dim light of his bedroom.

"I hope you'll watch over me," he told Ceriale in quiet prayer. They were the same words he spoke every night before bed.

"I miss you."
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Taking America's pulse inside Sears Tower
A TRIBUNE SPECIAL REPORT
The mighty building, at once imposing and elegant as it rises majestically over Chicago like carefully stacked building blocks, is a symbol of American muscle and commerce, audacity and know-how. Now it is also a reminder of our greatest vulnerabilities and fears. 


First of two parts

The world turned upside down 

Sept. 11 sparked a fierce inner struggle that colors everyday decisions for many in the skyscraper. 


By Robert L. Kaiser

Tribune Staff Writer

W
hat a long way down.

Seventy flights, 1,400 steps. 

Erin Frey took them one at a time in 2 1/2-inch heels, moving like a woman running from something.

After what happened Sept. 11, Frey had to prove to herself she could escape Sears Tower in an emergency, no time to lace up the Nikes. Her peace of mind depended on it.

So, for a fire drill in which she and five co-workers from the 70th floor descended non-stop to the lobby, Frey wore the highest heels she could find in the vast lineup under her desk. 

The black leather shoes made her almost 6 feet tall. They were classy but plain, with narrow toes tapering to a square tip, and they click-click-clicked like a metronome down the length of Stairwell 1--one of only two that go from top to bottom of the colossal tower.

Frey, 28, was running from her demons. It wasn't easy working in America's tallest skyscraper, not even for roughly $70,000 a year. She cried for no reason. She had headaches, felt nauseated, trembled. Looking out her office window was like staring into the maw. Frey angled her chair so she couldn't see.

Finally, one day in October, she and some colleagues from the executive recruiting firm Heidrick & Struggles asked Mark Swiecionis, the life-safety coordinator at Sears Tower, to arrange an evacuation drill for them.

Frey's nickname for Swiecionis was Safety Man. He had become very popular. Within two months after Sept. 11, Swiecionis would supervise about 80 percent of the evacuation drills he normally conducts in a year, virtually all on demand.

Now it was Frey's turn.

Click-click-click she went on a 1,400-step personal journey, finishing it in style even after the only other woman in heels stopped to remove her shoes.

Standing in the lobby amid suits sipping lattes, Frey wobbled. Her breath came fast. Her legs shook uncontrollably.

She smiled.

"Eighteen minutes," Safety Man said.


O

n Sept. 12, 2001, Americans awoke to a new reality shaped by the horror of terrorism on U.S. soil and the realization that it could happen again. In the months that followed, our fears and anxieties, dreams and compromises played out in an acutely personal way in Chicago's Sears Tower.

With its many setbacks shouldering the sky, the mighty 29-year-old building at 233 S. Wacker Drive has become a symbol of American muscle and commerce, audacity and know-how. It is at once imposing and elegant, rising majestically over the city like carefully stacked building blocks.

To take the skyscraper's pulse--to pace alongside the solitary, anxious occupant of the 98th floor on the morning of Sept. 11; to make the rounds with a night watchman as he checks the color of the liquid hand soap in public restrooms; to ride out a rumor of the tower's imminent demise with a trembling chain-smoker--is to take the measure of America.

Do we have what it takes?

Is the cell phone charged and the gas tank full?

Where are the fire exits?

What's the appropriate footwear for running for your life?

Life in the tower will never be the same. X-ray machines in the lobby and the Nikes on some women's feet, left on throughout the workday for a quick escape, are there to stay. But eventually a new workaday reality settled over the skyscraper as the vast majority of people there, like those all across America, began defining normalcy differently--and carried on.

Adjusting was difficult. Consider the burly salesman, too ashamed to tell anyone except his psychologist that he was scared, who sat alone in his car each morning, taking deep breaths and using muscle-relaxation techniques as he summoned the courage to enter the tower. Or the temp at Goldman Sachs who left every day for a long lunch break, went to church and prayed.

Or the 48-year-old secretary who felt more scared than at any other time since she was a child, worrying about the monster under the bed. To ease her mind, the woman, Kenned MacIver, accompanied Frey on the evacuation drill, testing her cell phone on the way down to see if it worked in the stairwell. (It didn't.)

What happened was more complicated than fear. It was an awakening, then a reckoning, then a change--in priorities, in plans, in the calculation of everyday decisions. This was taking place throughout America, but in Sears Tower, which had gone from glamorous to vulnerable, the feelings were especially intense and the emotions had to be confronted with every workday and every elevator ride.

Having a job in the tower made people snap out of the trance of days and see life whole again. They drew up wills, beefed up life-insurance policies, went back to church, prayed for strangers on the train, called their mothers, rescued stagnant relationships, walked down the aisle, bought baby-name books, and discovered anew what it meant to be an American.

Though terrorists didn't attack Sears Tower and the 10,200 people who work there, there is chilling evidence they considered it. This summer Spanish police arrested three men suspected of being Al Qaeda operatives, and officials said one of them had five-year-old videotapes containing hours of images of the tower shot from different angles.

Many in the skyscraper were defiant, going about business as usual with grim purpose, graveyard humor or forced optimism.

"You like this house don't you?" Paul Wisniewski asked his worried 6-year-old daughter, the one he calls Katie Potatie, as he gently peeled her off his waist to go to work on the 98th floor in the days that followed Sept. 11.

"And the minivan?

"Then I have to go.

"Besides," Wisniewski added, "it won't happen again."

Looking back he's not so sure he believed that, but saying it helped.

Christopher Kentra, an attorney on the 82nd floor, did his best to put Sept. 11 out of mind but found it hard to do.

Time after time Pam Kentra pleaded with her husband to work from home. And each time Chris bristled. Already he was spending too much time staring out his office window, wondering what was out there.

"It's hard enough already," he snapped.

"You're making it worse."

The Kentras, who didn't watch television for a week after Sept. 11, craved normalcy so they could enjoy their new son, born on the afternoon of Sept. 10 in West Suburban Hospital in Oak Park. The world now was vastly different from the one into which a doctor had lifted 8-pound, 8-ounce Matthew Kentra.

Standing in a sixth-floor recovery room Sept. 10, Kentra looked out the big, east-facing window a happy man.

He saw Sears Tower as he never would again.

Alone in the world's highest law office, on the top office floor of Sears Tower, Wisniewski made a pot of coffee and paced.

It was morning, Sept. 11. As usual he was the first to arrive for work.

Wisniewski, a senior associate at Gronek & Armstrong, practices advertising law, representing companies that make food, drugs and health supplements. He scrutinizes labels to make sure they don't make claims that might get a manufacturer in trouble.

Sometimes, to ingratiate himself with Food and Drug Administration officials in Chicago, he invites them up to his office for the view if they're "ever in the neighborhood."

"Save the eight bucks," he tells them, alluding to the admission price of the 103rd-floor Skydeck observatory.

On a clear day Wisniewski can see the sand dunes of Michigan from his window, which looks out over the railroad yards and, at an angle, affords a vista of Chicago's lakefront.

Such views attract countless tenants to the tower, a proud and prestigious skyscraper top-heavy with the movers and shakers of Chicago's legal and financial communities as well as the satellite offices of many exclusive New York-based firms.

But this morning the visual dazzle would become anathema to many.

On the train coming in, near where the tracks cross Canal Street, Wisniewski had heard on his Walkman that a plane had hit the World Trade Center.

An image flickered in his mind: a little two-engine plane flying into a skyscraper.

There was King Kong.

Wisniewski got off at Union Station and walked to work.

On the way he heard about the second plane.

By the time he arrived at Sears Tower, the rituals of its inhabitants were coming unhinged.

At the urging of a co-worker who had just left the tower, Erin Frey turned and started back to the train station, forgoing her usual blueberry muffin from the lobby Starbucks.

A group-insurance policy writer on the 38th floor powered up his computer only to leave when news of the Pentagon crash made his stomach feel like he was going over a hill too fast.

A tired night watchman whose shift was over let the oatmeal he had just ordered from a restaurant on the mezzanine go uneaten and pulled his uniform back on.

At 8:51 a.m., an anonymous caller phoned the city's 911 center. "Same thing's gonna happen to the Sears Tower at 12," he said. It was the first of more than 30 calls that day from people warning of mayhem at the tower. One caller was a drunk 29-year-old contract security officer from another Loop high-rise who, on a dare from someone in an Internet chat room, phoned 911 repeatedly on his day off, affecting a Middle Eastern accent that police recognized as fake.

As those in Sears Tower waited for an evacuation announcement that never came, many lingered uncertainly. Was it OK to leave without checking with the boss?

Security officer Leroy Brown, who had started his day by getting up at 3 a.m., as usual, then reading the daily lesson from his church--"You may be facing trouble today caused by people who have willfully plotted to do you harm"--surveyed the lobby and found people milling about in confusion.

On the 70th floor, Judie Mikuzis, 33, a research associate at Heidrick & Struggles, phoned her mother with hands that shook so she hardly could hold the receiver.

"Should I stay or go?" she asked.

"What are they telling you to do?" came her mother's voice.

Mikuzis looked around for guidance, but nobody else was there.

The other line lit up. It was her husband. She recalls him saying: "I want you out of there now."

Then her sister: "You have to get yourself out of there."

"I'm trying," Mikuzis told her sister, "but people keep calling me to tell me to leave."

Without turning off her computer, Mikuzis joined a crowd of people waiting for the elevator, many wondering aloud if there was another way down. Was the door at the bottom of the stairwell unlocked?

Nobody knew.

At an eighth-floor brokerage, Stifel, Nicolaus & Co., Inc., an executive sent employees an e-mail saying it was each individual's decision whether to leave or stay, "understanding that clients may very well be concerned about the status of their investments and . . . confused about what's going on in the financial markets."

On the 98th floor, Wisniewski decided to leave after talking on the phone to his wife and to his neighbor, who had called twice, the second time to say, "Dude, you better bail!"

Wisniewski descended to the lobby and remembered:

He hadn't turned off the coffee maker.

Boarding a Metra Burlington Northern Santa Fe train leaving Union Station, Mikuzis spotted two co-workers: Frey and Erin Beavers, 31.

Just a few hours earlier, before coming downtown for work, Beavers had driven to her Tuesday morning spinning class with the windows down, admiring the stars in the pre-dawn sky.

Now she was scared.

Things must really be wrong if they're having trains going back out of the city, she recalls thinking.

Mikuzis, a thoughtful woman with piercing blue eyes, took the seat next to her and across from Frey. The train filled up and slowly started to move. Passengers pulled out cell phones, found they couldn't get a line out and anxiously struck up conversations with strangers.

A woman seated behind Mikuzis said her husband was on a business trip and was supposed to leave New York this morning at 8. But she couldn't get ahold of him.

The woman's eyes brimmed with tears.

"Please, God, don't let her lose her husband," Mikuzis said, praying aloud.

The woman's cell phone finally chirped.

"Hello?" she said hurriedly.

Then Mikuzis heard her say: "Oh my God! Thank God you're OK!"

Mikuzis began to weep.

At home that afternoon she saw a commercial on television that showed a woman rubbing her pregnant belly.

That, she thought, is what life is all about.

Mikuzis slept gritting her teeth and woke with a sore jaw, wondering: Am I going to die today?

She lay in bed clinging to her husband. Her stomach and shoulders were in knots.

Mikuzis dreaded going to work Sept. 12. She had slept fitfully, haunted by nightmares in which planes crashed into Sears Tower, trapping her in her office on the 70th floor.

She rose slowly and got ready for work.

"Don't go," her husband, Tony, said.

"I have to," Mikuzis said tearfully.

As instructed she had phoned an 800 number the night before and listened fearfully to the recorded message: Her bosses thought everyone should come back to work the next day and help each other through the aftermath.

Besides, going into the office seemed like the patriotic thing to do.

Mikuzis parted with her husband like they never would see each other again and drove to work instead of taking the train so she could leave the city quickly if there was an emergency.

This was supposed to be the job she didn't fear. Her previous post, doing administrative work for the International Monetary Fund, had required her to travel with economists offering aid and advice to the former Soviet Union.

Mikuzis held the IMF job for seven years, giving her a front-row seat for the fall of communism in 1989. It was fascinating work, but risky. She worried about flying in and out of global hot spots.

In April 1986, Mikuzis was preparing to travel to Belarus when something went wrong during a test at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in Ukraine. A series of explosions ripped through Reactor No. 4, sending up a radioactive cloud.

Mikuzis was told to stand by. When she finally went to Belarus a week and a half later, Mikuzis smelled something she couldn't name. She worried about the food she ate.

A few months later, at home in Washington, Mikuzis' neck swelled until she could hardly breathe. She took a cab to Georgetown Hospital, where 13 specialists worked in concert to figure out what was wrong.

Finally, peering at the results of a CAT scan, doctors discovered two things: Mikuzis had a tumor on a lymph node, and she had incredibly good luck. If she hadn't caught a cold and the cold hadn't caused severe swelling in her lymph nodes and she hadn't taken that cab to the hospital, doctors probably wouldn't have discovered the tumor until it was too late.

Mikuzis decided it was time to go home to Chicago. She wanted a life free of fear and danger.

She got a job in Sears Tower.

Trudging toward the building Sept. 12, she hesitated, turning her gaze skyward.

Up, up, up the jagged dark contour of the skyscraper.

There's absolutely nothing to stop a plane from crashing straight into my office, Mikuzis thought.

Instead of entering the tower and ordering her usual latte, she walked down the street to another Starbucks. The extra 10 or 15 minutes it would take her to get to work were 10 or 15 minutes fewer that she would have to spend in the building. Anyway, hadn't being late saved some people with jobs in the World Trade Center?

For Mikuzis and many others, life now boiled down to a series of little bargains with fate.

When she finally went to work, her fear turned to anger, and she phoned her husband to vent.

"Can you believe they didn't check my ID when I walked in?" she fumed.

Others were similarly miffed. Trizec Properties Inc., the company that manages Sears Tower, got an earful.

The next day everyone had to show an identification badge.

America had been attacked. Would a skyscraper in Chicago be next? Not everyone feared so.

When her mother offered to pay her to stay home, Deborah Russ, an attorney on the 98th floor who was eight months' pregnant, declined, reporting dutifully for work so she wouldn't use up any of her maternity leave.

When the accounting firm Ernst & Young offered a former Andersen employee a job in March, it was pointed out to her that she would be working on the 13th floor and therefore could get out of the building quickly in an emergency.

The job candidate thought: Sears Tower has a 13th floor? That's interesting.

Then she took the job.

But silently and in conversations around the coffeepot or cubicle, workers weighed the value of their lives against their paychecks to determine if the risks were worth it. Though the vast majority stayed, some left, including a paralegal on the 80th floor who quit after 20 years on the job because she was scared.

In the days after Sept. 11, the tower's phone lines buzzed as workers called Loop employment agencies, and the employment agencies and commercial real estate agents began cold calling, offering their services.

The law firm Gronek & Armstrong fielded as many as 10 such calls daily, making Paul Wisniewski think of vultures "circling the remains of whatever."

A handful of firms put space up for sublease, opting to move rather than deal with the disruptions of a workday in Sears Tower, where every construction noise, illegally parked van and funny-smelling package caused alarm and distracted workers. At least one tenant temporarily rented space in another building to give employees the option of working there.

Many firms in search of office space steered clear of the tower. Some even refused to consider space at buildings in its considerable shadow. A few recruits decided not to accept job offers from prestigious firms in the skyscraper, while some employment agencies couldn't find workers willing to take a job there.

When the law firm Meckler Bulger & Tilson tried to hire a secretary through a temp agency, 21 of 25 pre-Sept. 11 applicants pulled their names out of consideration.

Even clients stayed away. Jim Zahn, an attorney on the 86th floor, rode two elevators and an escalator down to the lobby one day to meet with a woman who refused to come up to his office.

And many consultants at the executive search firm Heidrick & Struggles interviewed the firm's typically far-flung job candidates by videoconference because almost nobody wanted to fly.

Jodi Shivers, a former human resources manager for Goldman Sachs & Co., says companies in the tower didn't face a huge problem with employees leaving. The real problem was a stickier one: figuring out who among the employees who stayed couldn't work well because they were scared or distracted, and what to do for them.

Leonor de la Torre, a 46-year-old paralegal, furiously scolded a manager after discovering he had withheld information about a bomb threat Sept. 13 so as not to scare anyone.

"You have no right," she recalls telling him. "This is my life."

Trizec Properties moved quickly to allay fears. Among other safeguards, the company temporarily closed the Skydeck, which attracts almost 1.5 million visitors annually; put concrete barriers around the building; doubled the size of the security force with contract officers and off-duty Chicago police; installed 25 percent more surveillance cameras; and invested in additional X-ray machines.

Adjusting wasn't easy for members of the tower's longstanding proprietary security force, who changed from suits to uniforms in January. Many worked double shifts. Todd Marshall, whose parents implored him to change jobs, had nightmares and drew up a will. But none quit or failed to show up for work.

Marshall, 39, threw himself into his job because he was separated and going through a divorce, though he also returned home for a few days immediately after Sept. 11 to re-connect with his children.

Yet Marshall wondered: How much good can a security officer do?

Sears Tower rises 1,450 feet over downtown Chicago, 1,730 feet if you count the two antenna towers on top. It has 4.5 million square feet, including 3.5 million square feet of rentable space.

Sometimes, Marshall said, his 8-year-old daughter, Christina, says, "Daddy, it's too big for you to check."

Marshall, who works from 3 to 11 p.m., keeps three pairs of management-issued black Florsheim oxfords in his locker so he can change shoes, sometimes in the middle of a shift. It keeps his feet from getting so tired and sore.

The lanky Marshall has a long stride and walks fast on patrol. For exercise he used to lace up a pair of sneakers after work some nights and run up the stairs from the lobby to the 99th floor. It took him 45 minutes. Near the end it felt like somebody was hanging on each leg, but how many people can say they've run clear to the top of Sears Tower?

Marshall loves the skyscraper. It's like a sexy girlfriend. His relationship with the building impresses friends.

Each night he patrols the roof at least once to check the fuses for the high-intensity white strobe lights that serve as warning beacons for airplanes, stepping carefully around puddles of water and moving soundlessly through drifting banks of steam illuminated by spotlights and the moon.

The roof isn't Marshall's favorite place. The wind is strong up there, adding to its ghostly aura. There are corners to walk around, and the harsh play of light and shadow creates illusions.

Now he had a new routine. Marshall started inspecting delivery trucks, about 200 of which enter the loading dock each day. He looked for small packages, strange lettering, wires in the tire wells, new wires under the hood, clean spots on the engine.

He made sure "EXIT" signs were lit.

And, without being instructed to, he started checking the liquid hand soap in the public restrooms. The company uses gold soap, sometimes cream-colored. He resolved to let someone know if he spotted pink or blue in one of the dispensers; in a previous job, someone had put something in the soap that made everybody break out in a rash.

Even before Sept. 11, the Sears Tower was a quirky place to work.

When the wind blows, the building sways and creaks like an old battleship. The water in the toilets sloshes. Mini-blind wands wag and computers wobble. Your chair wiggles beneath you, sending the nervous energy of the skyscraper up through your torso and into your shoulders.

The wind breathes life into the 110-story tower, making the windows heave on especially gusty days.

The building was designed to withstand a 100-year wind, moving up to 3 feet at the top. In a 60 m.p.h. wind, which occurs once or twice a year, it moves about 8 inches at the top. On especially windy days, management slows the elevators so the cables don't get tangled.

Every now and then the movement of the building makes people sick. At least one visiting client had thrown up in the middle of a power meeting. A queasy client of Gronek & Armstrong once exclaimed to the attorneys that they must be crazy to work there. Pat Radloff, an office assistant whose credenza drawer sometimes slides open by itself, can't argue with that.

Despite the occasional upset stomach, however, the tower has been a phenomenal success--a premier address for international companies, a popular tourist attraction and an influential piece of modern architecture.

When Sears, Roebuck and Co. retained Skidmore, Owings & Merrill to design a headquarters in the Loop in the late 1960s, the retailing executives asked for big, open floor plans and extra space to allow Sears to grow over the next 25 years.

At first designers envisioned a squat, 50-story building. But, at least in the beginning, much of it would have to be leased to outside firms. And typical office tenants want smaller spaces and greater window exposure.

How to reconcile the two?

Designers toyed with the idea of two buildings separated by a narrow passageway. Bruce Graham, the architect, and Fazlur Khan, the structural engineer, figured there had to be a better way.

Graham envisioned a building with a series of setbacks that would be substantially bigger at the bottom than at the top. That would give Sears the expansiveness it wanted low in the tower while affording outside tenants small spaces and great views on the upper floors.

They decided on a series of framed tubes, each cut off at different heights. At lunch one day, Graham recalls, he pulled out a pack of cigarettes, tapped nine of them out into his hand and stood them upright in a bundle on the table so he could show his friend and colleague what he meant.

They would create a building composed of a bundle of nine framed steel tubes, each 75 feet by 75 feet. The first 50 stories, where Sears would be concentrated, would be 225 feet square. Above that different tubes would be lopped off as the tower rose.

For almost 20 years, Sears ran its retail empire out of the tower. Even after the company left for the suburbs, in 1992, the skyscraper remained an important and instantly recognizable downtown address, with views so spectacular that sometimes tenants would find themselves staring into the cockpit of a military jet during the annual Air and Water Show.

And then, in a matter of hours, the huge steel structure seemed like a giant target.

After two years working on the 81st floor, de la Torre suddenly was tormented by the wind in the gusty days that followed Sept. 11. It blew against the jagged edges of the skyscraper. It swept down the street where the smokers congregated, dispersing the acrid cloud of worry they produced.

The wind made de la Torre think: Now I understand.

This sick, sinking, trapped feeling, this being at the mercy of a building--this was how people in the World Trade Center must have felt.

Nancy Dombrowski, 32, and Dawn Farrell had no window in their office at Stifel, Nicolaus & Co. on the eighth floor. Once that seemed a shame. Now it seemed merciful.

Farrell, 22, a high-strung chain-smoker, was having a hard time coping after Sept. 11. Working in Sears Tower scared her. She wore herself out watching the news late into the night, every night. She dreamed, when sleep finally overtook her, of running from the World Trade Center inferno.

Nobody would let her forget where she worked. Family. Friends. Strangers on the make.

One night at a bar, three men approached Farrell and a girlfriend, Farrell recalls, and immediately the conversation turned to what she didn't want to discuss:

"What do you do?" one asked.

"I work for a brokerage firm," Farrell said.

"Oh, so you work in the Board of Trade."

"No, I work in Sears Tower."

Pause.

"What floor?"

"Eight."

"Well--I guess you're pretty safe, then."

Yeah--unless a truck bomb comes, Farrell thought.

Farrell, an assistant to Dombrowski, considered looking for work elsewhere. She held out hope that her employer would leave the tower.

Dombrowski, vice president for investments, felt protective of the younger woman. When Farrell didn't want to ride the Blue Line to work for fear of a terrorist strike on the subway, Dombrowski started giving her a ride to Sears Tower and home every day--an arrangement that would last eight months, until Farrell moved away from Dombrowski's Wicker Park neighborhood.

Though it wasn't as easy to read on her face, Dombrowski was struggling too. In just a few months working at Stifel she had built a lucrative client base. In August she made $48,000, $24,000 for the company and $24,000 for her.

Sept. 11 destroyed her momentum.

Fearing an attack, Dombrowski stayed away from Sears Tower for several days, then returned, hesitantly, the next week, when the markets reopened. She was so scared she felt sick to her stomach. Maybe she could work from home, she thought, or move to another Stifel office, one in the suburbs. She talked to her manager about it and he said it would be OK. But something made her stay. Dombrowski was starting to resent the disruption in her life.

The terrorists shouldn't win.

And, yet, disturbances in the stock market caused by Sept. 11 were costing her tens of thousands of dollars. Dombrowski was headed toward a $20,000 September, a $10,000 October, a $6,000 November and a $2,200 December. It was hard just picking up the phone and dialing, just getting through the day. She couldn't concentrate.

Sometimes Dombrowski would place a call to a client, get put on hold and start to daydream, imagining all manner of mayhem.

Then the client would pick up.

"Oh--hi," Dombrowski would say haltingly.

"This is Nancy Dombrowski."

"You forgot who you were calling, didn't you?" the voice on the other end would say.

Inside the tough broker was a frightened little girl, the same one who peers out from an old family photograph on the mantel in her apartment--a photo that shows Dombrowski, age 5, frowning as she stands between parents on the verge of a divorce.

On the morning of Sept. 20, she finished calling clients and prepared to go downstairs for a cigarette break. She was smoking more than usual.

On days when rumors of the tower's imminent demise seemed especially real, Dombrowksi would smoke two Marlboro Lights in rapid succession.

This morning she would smoke five.
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On Sept. 20, 2001, rumors of a hijacked plane headed for Chicago raise new fears for workers.

Taking America's pulse inside Sears Tower
A TRIBUNE SPECIAL REPORT
The mighty building, at once imposing and elegant as it rises majestically over Chicago like carefully stacked building blocks, is a symbol of American muscle and commerce, audacity and know-how. Now it is also a reminder of our greatest vulnerabilities and fears. 


Second of two parts

After the fear, a new normalcy 

For workers in Sears Tower, a hijacking scare nine days after Sept. 11 was a turning point, forcing many to take stock and re-examine their lives inside and outside the skyscraper 


By Robert L. Kaiser

Tribune Staff Writer

H

igh over Canada, on a bright, late-summer morning, the crew of United Airlines Flight 945 out of Frankfurt, Germany, pointed the gleaming Boeing 747-400 south toward Chicago.

With its signature hump, the world's fastest subsonic jetliner cruises at 565 m.p.h., or about 85 percent of the speed of sound at 30,000 feet. To the 10,200 people working in Sears Tower, the jumbo jet approaching from the north Sept. 20 was as tiny and unknowable as a germ. But soon it would torment the overworked imaginations of hundreds still skittish after what happened in New York nine days before. 

A few minutes before 10:30 a.m., as Flight 945 closed fast on Chicago, a flight attendant told the pilot that a woman onboard was having chest pains. 

Reaching for the transponder box, either the pilot or the co-pilot dialed in the four-digit code for an emergency so the control tower would know.

But the second digit came out wrong. The code should have been 7700. Instead it came out 7500, sending the erroneous signal that a hijacker had taken over the plane and setting in motion a chain of events that quickly traversed hundreds of miles.

Before long a trader for Merrill Lynch on the floor in New York overheard a conversation on a speakerphone--a call, authorities later would say, from a passenger on Flight 945. It sounded to the eavesdropping trader like the passenger was saying the plane had been hijacked in Milwaukee and was headed for Chicago.

Quickly, the rumor from New York bounced to Chicago with a phone call to the 56th-floor offices of Merrill Lynch and spread through Sears Tower.

On the 48th floor, somebody in equities at Goldman Sachs & Co. saw a TV news report about a hijacked plane and burst into the human resources department.

"A plane from Wisconsin's been hijacked and it's headed this way," human resources worker Jodi Shivers heard her co-worker say excitedly.

For a couple of seconds, nobody spoke or moved.

Then everybody scrambled for the exits.

Outside New York and Washington and far from any field of combat, the battle joined Sept. 11 was, for most, a fierce inner struggle.

Inside the nation's tallest skyscraper, innumerable personal dramas played out, as companies pondered finding new homes and the tower's managers scrambled to make the tower more secure. This premier address, this architectural marvel with spectacular views, had become the site of a distorted reality in which lower floors were coveted and some employees prayed for layoffs. Over time, workers there, like the rest of the country, found ways to cope and settled into a new kind of normalcy.

For some of them, the hijacking scare of Sept. 20 would prove to be a turning point, informing life-changing decisions. It would persuade a securities broker on the eighth floor to keep working in the building while giving a research associate on the 70th floor one more reason to leave.

Nancy Dombrowski, a securities broker at Stifel, Nicolaus & Co. Inc., was preparing to go downstairs for a smoke when her phone rang. It was a friend and former co-worker, a stock trader at 135 S. LaSalle St.

"Did you guys hear an alarm or get an evacuation announcement?" she recalls him asking.

"What are you talking about?" Dombrowski said.

"My buddy over there, he just called saying they're evacuating because of a plane hijacking out of Milwaukee."

"No," Dombrowski said, her stomach closing into a knot.

Putting the receiver on her shoulder, Dombrowski started gathering files, notebooks and client lists as she talked. Then she and her assistant, Dawn Farrell, bolted from the office they shared on the eighth floor.

The image of the World Trade Center's collapse haunted Dombrowski and Farrell, as it did many other people working in the tower and at nearby buildings.

Almost 1,000 workers spilled into the streets without being officially evacuated. Most were from the lower half of Sears Tower.

Farrell climbed into Dombrowski's white BMW convertible, and the two women roared up the Kennedy Expressway, top down. Wind lashed their blond hair in electric arcs--in their haste they had not taken the time to pull it back--and swept away the smoke from their Marlboro Lights.

Normally at this time of morning, they would be sitting at the counter in Ms. Levy's Delicatessen on the mezzanine while Farrell gnawed on "The Breakfast"--the generic name she used for ordering her favorite dish, extra-crispy bacon, hash browns and scrambled eggs with cheese, from the waitress who knew just what she meant.

Instead, they headed for Dombrowski's apartment in Wicker Park. They wanted to put some distance between themselves and Sears Tower. Dombrowski, half expecting to see the building sprout flames in her rearview mirror, felt nauseated.

They fled to her second-floor back deck, which afforded them a view of the tower in the distance.

Dombrowski and Farrell lit cigarettes and paced. They turned on CNN. They phoned the office. They kept returning to the eastern edge of the deck to study the dark tower.

Dombrowski said she thought, "I can't wait for all this to subside so that every day we're not just sick to our stomachs to go into that building."

It made her mad to be so scared.

Farrell, eyes wide, lit a cigarette, hands trembling, shoulders hunched slightly, as if against a chill nobody else could feel. She scissored the cigarette between her fingers, smoked it, lit another.

Smoked it. Lit another.

Smoked it. Lit another.

In the hour and a half they were gone from Sears Tower, Farrell smoked almost half a pack.

Carlos Villarreal, head of security at Sears Tower, phoned Sgt. Bill O'Reilly, the Chicago Police Department's liaison to more than three-dozen office buildings in the Loop.

O'Reilly was in a nearby high-rise talking to tenants to allay their fears about Sept. 11 when he got the call.

"There's a rumor that a plane is headed for Sears Tower," Villarreal told him.

Arriving at Sears Tower, O'Reilly saw something that struck him as odd: hundreds of people standing along Franklin Street, looking up.

It seemed like the last place any rational person would hang out, considering the nature of the rumor.

But rational thought was not in ready supply.

Starting about 11:30 a.m., several callers phoned the city's 911 center to report having heard that a hijacked plane was headed for Chicago. The last phoned at 12:10 p.m. from a building across the street from Sears Tower to request a police presence there.

By then Flight 945 had been on the ground for almost an hour and a half, having landed, without incident, at 10:45 a.m. at O'Hare International Airport--something police found out with a single call to the airport and announced on the street through megaphones and over the public-address systems of their cruisers.

Workers began streaming back to their offices.

On the 70th floor, about 15 employees of Heidrick & Struggles were holed up in the firm's long, white conference room for a two-hour group counseling session arranged to help them deal with their emotions after Sept. 11. They hadn't heard the hijacking rumor.

Some of them were angry about the terrorist attacks on New York and the Pentagon. Others were frightened. But many kept silent for fear of losing their jobs; the firm had laid off more than a dozen employees before Sept. 11, and rumor had it that more layoffs were coming.

The psychologist, who had an impressive resume, having counseled survivors of the Oklahoma City bombing, said everybody must realize there's danger in everything you do. Although he was fearful walking into Sears Tower, he said, he still did it.

"With all due respect," Judie Mikuzis, a research associate, told him, "you only have to walk in today. You don't have to come back tomorrow."

Mikuzis recalls that another woman chimed in, saying: "I have to walk in tomorrow. But I'm not afraid. I've had a good life, and if it's my time to go, it's my time to go."

Mikuzis turned to her.

"That's wonderful you have that feeling," she said. "But you're a little over 50. You've raised your children; you're comfortable where you are. I'm newly married. We want to start a family. I'm not ready to die."

When the session was almost two hours old, the public-address system clicked on with an electric buzz.

"All clear," a voice said.

All clear? All clear of what? Erin Frey wondered.

"See what we mean?" she asked, turning toward the psychologist.

The man looked rattled.

Erin Beavers thought, "I didn't even know we had a PA system."

The hijacking scare was neither the first false alarm nor the last. Between Sept. 11 and mid-October, the city's 911 center received hundreds of calls from or about Sears Tower.

Security officer Todd Marshall noticed many more people than usual taking pictures of the landmark in the weeks after Sept. 11. Some explained to him that they wanted to preserve an image of Sears Tower in case something happened to it.

One day a sports magazine that contained a powderlike substance feared to be anthrax brought veteran security officer Leroy Brown hurrying to the scene.

Another time it was a soggy box, delivered to the loading dock.

The box was about 1 1/2 feet deep and the size of standard printer paper. It was leaking and gave off a strange, overpowering odor. Brown cleared the area, pulled on a pair of rubber gloves from the blue pouch on his belt and wrapped the box carefully in cellophane until a hazardous-materials team from the city could arrive.

The odor turned out to be nothing more than ink that had gotten wet in transit and run all over the package, a box of promotional brochures that a firm had ordered. But that's the way it was. Construction noises, flickering lights--just about anything could be cause for alarm.

Messages from building management--which had resolved to let everyone know about every little thing that happened so nobody would panic--didn't always help. The e-mail alternated between disquieting and funny.

On Oct. 25 came this pre-Halloween message: "Sears Tower has elected to limit costume access to those that allow clear identification of the face and those that do not have large, concealed cavities."

Many people working in the tower dealt with the constant distraction of e-mail and scares by folding them into their daily routines with a dash of graveyard humor. Rick Schaschwary's colleagues on the 38th floor kidded him that he was on "plane watch" because his office in the southeast corner of the building afforded a breathtaking view of Lake Michigan. Schaschwary, a group-insurance policy writer, laughed nervously about that one.

Frey joked with co-workers and others about perceived security lapses, such as officers occasionally neglecting to search her bag, telling life-safety coordinator Mark Swiecionis, "I could be Saddam Hussein's girlfriend for all you know."

Leonor de la Torre, 46, a paralegal on the 81st floor, was concerned about the stairwells.

She didn't like how confusing taking the stairs is in Sears Tower. Because of the skyscraper's setbacks, only two stairwells run virtually top to bottom. The others break at various floors near the middle of the building, and de la Torre said it wasn't always easy to pick up the descent again.

De la Torre, a native of Colombia, had been a U.S. citizen since marrying an American more than 20 years earlier and moving to the United States so that their children could get a better education.

When her children grew up and returned to Colombia, de la Torre felt stuck and cut off from her family. But what happened Sept. 11 made her feel more like an American, in ways both good and bad.

De la Torre thinks Americans are openhearted and trusting; the terrorists took advantage of that. Paradoxically, she found herself feeling angry, even hateful, when she saw people who appeared to be of Middle Eastern descent--a feeling that made her almost as uncomfortable as working on the 81st floor.

Trizec Properties Inc., the company that manages Sears Tower, is in the midst of shelling out $5 million in security-related capital expenses, including reconfiguration of the lobby to accommodate new electronic turnstiles with identification-card readers.

The company hired armed, off-duty Chicago police officers to guard the lobbies from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. Monday through Friday; set up X-ray machines and metal detectors in the lobby; put bomb-sniffing dogs to work on the Lower Wacker Drive service lane outside the loading dock to screen all delivery trucks before they can enter; and closed the Skydeck observatory for six weeks, reopening it with X-ray machines, metal detectors and off-duty Chicago police officers.

Because of the swooning economy and fears of another terrorist attack on skyscrapers and other landmark buildings, Trizec had trouble getting prospective tenants interested in any of its properties during the last quarter of 2001--especially in the skyscraper at 233 S. Wacker Drive.

"I'm routinely offering tenants to walk through Sears Tower, but since Sept. 11, I haven't shown one tenant the tower simply because they're not interested," says Michael Conway, president of Officedirectory.com, which helps firms find office space.

One client told Conway he didn't want space in Sears--or in any building within four blocks of it.

Although much of the initial fear has waned, many firms don't want to deal with the security hassles of a high-profile building, Conway says.

Since Sept. 11, the amount of rentable space leased in Sears Tower has remained more or less constant, at about 95 percent. But just because a space is under contract doesn't mean it is occupied or that its tenants plan to stay long. With many companies and firms in the tower locked into long-term leases, a more meaningful indicator of the skyscraper's comings and goings in the last year is the vacancy rate. Tenants seeking to leave a building on short notice often try to sublet their offices.

Currently, the combined vacancy rate, which includes sublease space, is 13.6 percent, up from less than 5 percent at the end of September 2001, according to CoStar Group, a Bethesda, Md.-based real estate research firm.

Trizec officials blame the jump in subleasing activity on the recession and a contraction in the telecom industry, which cost the tower one tenant leasing 136,000 square feet, or a fourth of the total vacant space.

Many firms have reduced or consolidated office space, a trend that took a toll on the entire downtown market. In fact, the overall vacancy rate for preferred modern office buildings in the West Loop area is higher than that at Sears Tower. The difference, brokers say, is that since Sept. 11, the tower's vacancy rate has risen faster.

Though Trizec had many of its tenants locked into long-term leases, a number of those expire in 2003 or 2004. A clue to what happens then might lie in Merrill Lynch & Co.'s decision that it will move part of its operation out of the tower when one of its leases ends next year.

The company won't comment on the move. Steve Budorick, Trizec's senior vice president, says Merrill Lynch needed less space but didn't want to endure the remodeling necessary to reconfigure its offices in Sears Tower. But at least one other planned departure appears driven largely by Sept. 11. General Reinsurance Corp. decided after Sept. 11 not to have offices in premier buildings, Budorick says.

Last winter, Trizec launched an advertising campaign that promotes Sears Tower as "A great place to office." The newspaper ads, which list amenities such as the executive health club and "unparalleled security," contain a curious omission:

They don't mention the world-famous views.

Psychologists and counselors came in waves to Sears Tower and nearby buildings.

Gloria Graff, a licensed clinical social worker with an office in the Loop, normally is called in by human resources directors about once a year for what's known as critical-incident stress management--group sessions to help people deal with company crises, such as layoffs or a colleague dying on the job.

After Sept. 11, Graff made five downtown office visits in three weeks, counseling workers whose greatest fear was that the nation's tallest building might become their tomb. Many were afraid that if Sears Tower fell it would take other buildings with it. Graff herself had calculated how far her 27th-floor office was from the tower; she took some comfort in being a dozen blocks away.

Three days after the terrorist attacks, she visited a large law firm with offices in a high-rise across the street from the tower. The emotional daytime session drew 50 people. Some cried. Others talked incessantly. Knowing the firm didn't want to pay for unlimited employee counseling, she ended the session after two hours, though many seemed to want to continue.

Graff returned to her office amazed. Imagine: She gave one of her workplace workshops at a law firm and lawyers actually came; usually it was all paralegals and secretaries.

It seemed Sept. 11 was all anyone thought about anymore. Graff's business was down. Through the middle of April, Americans seemed immobilized, depressed, sapped of energy, Graff said. For people to seek and undergo therapy about anything, they must have at least a modicum of energy and hope.

Dr. Richard Goldwasser, a courtly Loop psychologist who specializes in biofeedback techniques, saw a couple of clients from Sears Tower. He taught a middle-age woman who was an attorney on an upper floor to envision her favorite vacation spot just before going into the building each morning.

In the woman's imagination, the Loop at rush hour became a tranquil beach in Mexico.

Goldwasser taught another client to sit alone in his car in the parking garage each morning, taking deep breaths and practicing muscle-relaxation techniques before entering.

But there was something else going on, something other than fear. Graff had a longtime client who, immediately after Sept. 11, decided she needed to leave her husband and her lousy marriage.

Though she worked in the Loop, her husband had not called her to see if she was all right Sept. 11.

Graff observed that many people began to wonder: Who would grieve for me?

Who would be in all the newspapers holding up my photo?

Fearful of working in a high-profile skyscraper in a major American city, some people left jobs in Sears Tower without having other work lined up.

Nancy Kras, who left in late October after 20 years as a paralegal at Sonnenschein Nath & Rosenthal on the 80th floor, had no contingency plan.

Because Kras and her husband have no children, she felt like she could quit if she wanted to. And she wanted to. After two decades, she suddenly noticed how tall the building was as she returned to work on the train Sept. 13.

"I think," Kras said, "maybe the world is divided into two kinds of people: those who just go on no matter what, and those that don't."

Her departure left at least one colleague, de la Torre, with too much work. Feeling overwhelmed by the job and anxious about working on the 81st floor, de la Torre quit Dec. 28--though her husband kept his job as a computer-database analyst on the 34th floor.

Within weeks, de la Torre landed a new job, as a supervisor of paralegals at a firm in the 83-story Aon Center. Though she was in Chicago's second-tallest building, de la Torre felt safer because she was on a much lower floor, the eighth.

For Kras, leaving was more costly. She did not find work for almost a year. This month she starts a new job.

De la Torre is hiring her for a paralegal position.

Judie Mikuzis, Erin Frey and Erin Beavers, friends and co-workers at Heidrick & Struggles, would find peace in different places and in different ways.

Beavers, 31, a small-town girl from Pekin, Ill., once had delighted in having a job in the prestigious skyscraper. Her father told everyone he knew when she started working there.

Now she was one of several women at the executive search firm who wore sneakers all day every day so they could escape easily in an emergency--a club that Frey elected not to join lest she suffer from office politics for failing to wear the proper footwear.

A few days after Sept. 11, Beavers turned down a good job offer elsewhere. She loved working at Heidrick & Struggles. Her co-workers were like family, and the firm had a great reputation.

But Frey, 28, only stayed on in hopes of being among the rumored layoffs and getting a severance package. It was only a matter of time until she left, one way or another. Every decision she made now was rooted in the lessons of New York, which called for living as if you might die tomorrow.

Frey's personal journey after Sept. 11 would include a night at the Buzz Cafe, an Oak Park coffeehouse with hardwood floors and mismatched chairs.

Here, on a clear summer night in July, Frey would sing publicly for the first time with her new pop-rock band, Intuition, realizing a dream.

Well I've been afraid of changin', 'cause I built my life around you.

But time makes you bolder. Even children get older. And I'm gettin' older too.

Frey's boyfriend of 1 1/2 years, Jeff Sonsedek, demonstrated his grasp of the lessons of Sept. 11 by proposing. On Sept. 23, he gave Frey a ring as she stood on a karaoke stage, having just finished singing Shania Twain's "Any Man of Mine."

The ring was gold, and it had a 1 3/4-carat, marquis-cut diamond surrounded by 10 smaller diamonds.

Frey and Sonsedek had been planning for a day like this, had looked for rings in June.

Sept. 11 was the nudge toward the altar that they needed.

When Frey turned 29 on Oct. 2, she decided to start looking for a new job. She thought about her mortality, asking herself, "Why should I wait for someone to lay me off?"

Frey smokes half a pack a day, but when she's stressed out she smokes more, and her back kinks up. Staying at Sears Tower seemed unhealthy.

The first call she made was to someone her team at Heidrick & Struggles had placed in a job at Central DuPage Hospital. Frey's secret job search became her strength and sustenance.

At a regular, weekly team meeting in the boss' office in mid-October, she blurted, "Lay me off, please!"

Beavers gasped. "That's ridiculous," she told Frey. "Why did you say that? You're cutting off your nose to spite your face."

But Frey knew what she was doing--she was zeroing in on that job at the hospital.

On Oct. 29 her phone rang.

It was a conference call from two of her bosses.

As you know, we're going through some hard times right now, and we need to pare down, they told Frey.

They were laying her off.

This is not a reflection of your work performance, they said.

But Frey, who got her severance, needed no consoling.

She was grinning.

Like her colleagues, Mikuzis had felt good when she started working at Sears Tower. She felt safe, having recently quit a risky job with the International Monetary Fund that required her to travel frequently to international hot spots.

But now she was so scared of working in the building that she couldn't sleep.

Mikuzis, 34, tried everything she could think of to ease her mind. Admittedly, some of her tactics seemed incongruous. Though she didn't watch the news for a week after Sept. 11, she got on the Internet and looked for whatever she could find about Sears Tower.

She drove to work every day rather than taking the train, because having the option of leaving quickly made her feel better.

She went out of her way to do things for other people because being helpful left little room for feeling helpless.

Long before she finally quit, Mikuzis was leaning toward leaving the tower--an inclination strengthened by the hijacking scare of Sept. 20. Yet something held her back.

Then, one morning in mid-October, she woke up and knew what to do.

Later that morning, when Tony Mikuzis called his wife at work, Judie told him what she had decided.

"I can't do this anymore," she said. "They're saying there's going to be another round of layoffs. How do you feel about my talking to upper management about taking voluntary severance?"

She and her husband had talked about having a baby. Sept. 11 had made Mikuzis want to go ahead. But she said she wondered: "If I'm this scared and stressed out all the time, we can't start a family; it won't happen. And if it does, then what if I'm pregnant and somebody puts chemicals in the air system of Sears Tower?"

Tony told her he didn't want her working there if she wasn't comfortable.

That was all Mikuzis needed to hear. She would waste no more time. She regretted the years lost from her relationship with Tony, who had been her high school sweetheart and college flame until she broke up with him over a rumor that he was cheating on her.

When they were reunited years later after failed marriages to others, Mikuzis discovered the rumor had not been true. But there's no regathering the years.

She turned to her computer and wrote her bosses an e-mail message in which she offered to save someone's job in return for a little peace of mind: freedom from Sears Tower.

Then she clicked SEND and breathed a sigh of relief.

On Oct. 29, the day former President George Bush visited Sears Tower to help reopen the Skydeck and the day Frey was laid off, Mikuzis entered her office, saw an envelope propped against her phone and smiled.

Inside the envelope was a letter directing her to meet with her bosses at 11 a.m. Her wish was being granted. After meeting with management, Mikuzis left the building, got in her car and drove away one last time, glancing back over her shoulder at the dark tower she once had thought so beautiful.

She launched a research and recruiting firm called 21st Century Research and Consulting Ltd. out of a bedroom in her home. And she became pregnant.

Some people asked how she could bring a baby into the world after what happened Sept. 11.

Mikuzis thought: How could you not? It's the best expression of love, to breathe new life into the world.

For nine months and a day, she and her husband didn't know whether the baby was a boy or a girl. They didn't want to know. But in the expectant mother's dreams, which had ceased being haunted by Sears Tower and now were all about her baby, the child was always a boy, with a face that resembled his dad's and toes that looked like hers.

On Aug. 24, a day after the due date, the baby arrived, weighing 8 pounds 12 ounces.

It's a boy, the doctor announced.

They named him Antanas, after his father.

Sears Tower will never be the same. On the wall in the coffee room at Gronek & Armstrong on the 98th floor, there hangs an FBI advisory about what to do "if you receive a suspicious letter or package." For one thing, don't taste it, the poster warns.

Many women have sworn off high heels.

But in numerous other ways life at Sears has returned to normal. Women have stopped taking their purses with them wherever they go. E-mail about false alarms and security concerns has slowed. The attorney who had to imagine herself on vacation in Cancun so she could relax enough to enter the tower for work no longer sustains herself with flights of fancy.

The ranks of amateur photographers trying to preserve the tower for posterity have thinned.

At Heidrick & Struggles, consultants who had stopped flying after Sept. 11 are back in the sky.

When the law firm Schiff Hardin & Waite sought to hire someone for a marketing and communications job in April and May, about 800 people applied.

People who stayed at the tower had a wide spectrum of reasons for not leaving--the money was good, the lease was too favorable, the threat seemed overblown, the mini-van wasn't paid off. Had attorney Paul Wisniewski been a partner, he might have considered moving the firm. Short of that he had no other option. He couldn't afford to quit, and he didn't want to work for another firm.

For Nancy Dombrowski, the overriding motivation seemed to be defiance, which boiled over into outright anger after the hijacking scare of Sept. 20. But even those emotions were softening.

Because business was so slow after Sept. 11, she took nine days off at Christmastime and flew to Arizona with her boyfriend to meet family there and make a side trip to Las Vegas. It was the first time in 10 years Dombrowski had spent the holidays with family--and it was, in a twisted sort of way, all thanks to Sept. 11.

On Jan. 22, Dombrowski, now 33, learned she was pregnant.

In May she found out it was a boy.

The father, boyfriend Rick Chandler, wanted to name the boy Brett. But Dombrowski said it sounded too much like a character in a soap opera. She favors Collin. Or Payton, as in Walter, one of Chandler's heroes.

On a shelf in her office she has the book "15,000 Baby Names."

The due date, Sept. 27, is circled on her wall calendar.

Returning to her office after lunch on a bright afternoon in May, Dombrowski found a letter-size envelope on her chair. Inside was her new identification card for the building. Her photograph was on the front. She would need the card to gain access through the electronic turnstiles that were being installed in the lobby in response to what happened Sept. 11. Every little thing, it seemed, was a reminder.

After a few minutes, the phone in Dombrowski's office rang. It was a client in Florida.

They chatted a minute or two.

A plane roared past Sears Tower.

Dombrowski said into the phone:

"It's un-be-liev-able.

"I have moments of complete fear.

"And definitely anxiety."

She laughed.

She wasn't talking about working at Sears Tower.

She was talking about giving birth.
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Postcard-perfect inns of past still have a spot in America
But it’s getting late at the Carousel Inn 

WATSEKA, Ill.

Usually it's time that wipes away the past. But sometimes it's Kathy Hitchens.

Hitchens is the housekeeper at the Carousel Inn Motel, a piece of Americana so clean and tidy that tomorrow it will hold no trace of Don Bice, the Nashville musician passing through tonight on his way to a class reunion; or Charlie Campbell, the lighting technician staying over while he works on the car-dealership sign next door; or the man in Room 41, who's in town to visit relatives. 

But there are some traces of the past that Hitchens will not be able to wipe away.

The Carousel is a throwback, one of a scattered few independently owned, roadside motels that have survived being bypassed by the interstates. In an age of chain motels, scenes from George and May Huang's prim little inn are like postcards from the past. Vacationers looking for a cheap night on the road and a taste of yesterday can find both here: at the edge of U.S. Highway 24; on the cusp of an era.

Greetings from Watseka 1966.

"You kind of get back to small-town America," says Lisa Moll, 35, who is spending the night while she works on grain elevators just purchased by the agricultural company that employs her.

"You get to see a lot of what we've lost."

It's where Bice is staying this night as he travels back in time. U.S. 24, the two-lane highway that cuts through the ebb and flow of seasons in this Illinois farming town of 5,500, is carrying the Nashville man toward his 30-year class reunion in Kaukauna, Wis. On the way, it deposited him, his daughter and his violin at Room 44 of the Carousel, which was just getting started when Bice was.

The motel was barely a year old when Bice took that walk down the aisle at his high school graduation.

Bice pays the Carousel the ultimate compliment: He is spending the night a second time. "I decided to stay at the same place, so I didn't get any surprises," he says.

"It was getting late at night, and I was," he paused, "not desperate, but looking for the first place that came along and that was not too expensive and not bad."

Old motels like the Carousel still fill a need, but they aren't easy to find anymore. Though they litter the countryside, many have closed or been converted to low-rent apartment tenements for the down-and-out, places where check-out time never comes and freedom can be a curse. Many travelers now choose to stay in one of the chain motels out by the interstate when they're not opting for the posh digs of a hotel that caters to their every need. Industry behemoths such as Marriott have all the bases covered, adding ever more express-style motels and long-term residence inns to their line of full-service hotels and resorts.

"That's the way big business is," Gary Bower says dourly as he paces behind the counter of the Capitol City Motel in Springfield. "It killed mom and pop."

Bower is manager of the Capitol City, where many of the rooms have been converted to apartments. While discouraging stays shorter than a night--"No refund after 10 minutes," says the information board behind the desk--the motel now offers weekly and monthly rates.

At the Carousel, Huang has resisted converting rooms for long-term rentals because he doesn't like the hard-luck clientele it attracts. "Those types of people, they use the rooms, that's for sure. But not like we expect." His motel remains colorful and inviting, while many of those whose rooms have been converted to apartments sag.

The reality of most roadside inns is vastly different from the romanticized notion.

"There's a fascination with these old, forgotten motels," says Keith Sculle, adjunct professor of history at the University of Illinois at Springfield. More vacationers than ever are planning trips down old U.S. Highway 66, says Ileana Rucci, a spokeswoman for the AAA Chicago Motor Club. "People have a real tender spot for nostalgia," she says.

The old roads are full of monuments to a bygone way of life--"rock 'n' roll and pizza and dress codes and all those things," says John Jakle, a geography professor at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. To many Americans, the centerpiece of that roadside culture, with its drive-ins and diners, was the motel, Jakle says.

But times have changed. The terrain of rural Illinois is quite different from the landscape of the heart, which still holds the old motel front and center, vibrant and bright. The truth is, most are run-down or even abandoned. A few have even become death traps.

Fatal fires in Illinois and Kentucky in recent years have brought to light serious building-code violations at those that burned. Other motels are well known to police if not the fire marshal.

But the 26-room Carousel is an anomaly. Bright and immaculate, it enjoys a good reputation--not only with police but also with those in the travel industry. The comfortable little motel has many regular guests, a number of whom make reservations. The American Automobile Association recommends the Carousel, where a single room, including HBO, costs just $31 a night. So does the staff of the Super 8 down the road, when that motel is full.

That's how Charlie Campbell came to be here, in Room 56, on a hot, still weeknight in early summer, mosquitoes swarming outside his window.

Campbell, 43, of Texarkana, Texas, works for Sylvania. It's his job to maintain the signs at Ford and General Motors dealerships. He's on the road three to four weeks at a time, then home for 10 days. He is in Watseka to work on a sign at the Geo dealership next door to the Carousel. But he first tried to get a room at the Super 8 farther west on U.S. 24.

"There were no vacancies," Campbell says, "so I asked the lady to recommend something, and she recommended this place."

He is happy with the Carousel, noting how much nicer it is than many other old motels. "A lot of 'em aren't well maintained and are pretty well trashed out," he says.

Still, if not for the Super 8 desk clerk's recommendation, Campbell would not have known about the Carousel. He came into town several miles to the west, off Interstate Highway 57.

"I do try to stay on the interstates," he says. "But a lot of our dealerships are out in the smaller, rural areas.

"I like to stay in small towns."

So does Bice. "I usually look for motels in medium-size or small towns that don't have buildings crowded up next to them," he says.

Getting a good night's sleep is no problem at the Carousel, even though the motel is hard by the highway. Late on a summer night, five minutes can pass between motorists on U.S. 24. It's quiet enough to hear the chirp of crickets, the belching of bullfrogs in the fishing pond out back and the soft wail of passing trains, which, after midnight, are more prevalent than passing cars.

The last light on is in Room 59, where Moll is staying up late watching television. The Decatur resident has been on the road since March. This is her second straight night at the Carousel. She, too, tried the Super 8 first. "This was the only motel in town," she says.

Moll works on the computers used to run grain elevators, a job that takes her on many a backroad. "Elevators end up in Nowheresville," she says.

Moll's room is one of 12 occupied tonight. The Huangs have seen occupancy rates drop slightly in the 15 years they have owned the Carousel. The motel stays about half full.

When Hitchens started 20 years ago, she was one of three housekeepers. Now, come morning, she alone will wipe away any trace of Moll, Bice, Campbell and the other guests. Everyone will be checking out.

As the place shudders to life--the door to Room 52 opens first, followed by 59, then 44, then 56--Hitchens will sit in the lobby, waiting, the television tuned to a country-music channel.

"Every sweet memory I can recall," Kenny Chesney will sing; "She got it all."

Old motels are about heartache and secrets. Consider the mystery of Room 59. Six years ago, Hitchens says, an older couple moving to a new town walked out never to return, leaving many of their belongings in the room.

"They just disappeared one day," she says.

But the Carousel has one more no-tell than most: the secret of success. It helps being the first motel westbound motorists reach as they enter Watseka. But, mostly, the Carousel survives because it fills a niche and does it well.

"We still get vacation people," Huang says. "This is a small town. The people who come in here, they're all visiting relatives."

In fact, one of the three reservations he has taken for the following night was made by a Florida man coming in to see family.

But many who stay at the Carousel are also working people, passing through on the job. Besides Moll and Campbell, the guest list on this night includes technicians doing work at the local radio station.

In the morning, after Moll has checked out and resumed her journey through the lonely, flat sprawl of east-central Illinois, Bice will wake his daughter, Katharine, who like many 14-year-olds, is not easy to rouse. And Campbell will begin packing his truck.

"Sir? You finished in your room?" Hitchens will ask him. And Campbell will say: "Yeah, I'll be out in about 10 minutes."

But for now, it's time to sleep. At 1:34 a.m., Moll turns out the last light at the Carousel Inn Motel, and Room 59 fades to black. It's getting late in America.
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In a small Southern town, the Civil War rages on

Confederate flag still can draw blood

GUTHRIE, Ky.


The last Confederate hero of Todd County lies beneath a headstone etched with an image of a pickup truck, a rebel flag flying from the toolbox in the back.

The man in the grave drove a pickup just like it. 

One bright winter day on U.S. Highway 41 south of town--out past the BP Oil station and the railroad tracks and Guthrie's black neighborhood, where the road straightens and unfurls past fields of wheat and grazing horses and grain bins--history caught up with Michael Westerman, 19, and his bright-red truck.

A carload of black teenagers, angered by the sight of the Confederate flag--and possibly by an ethnic slur Westerman was said to have uttered miles back at Janie's Market--raced alongside him as he drove south through tiny Sadlersville, Tenn. One of them, a 17-year-old from Chicago whose mother had sent him to live with relatives in Kentucky to keep him out of trouble, fired a .32-caliber bullet into Westerman's heart.

It was pure Southern tragedy, a defining moment that seemed to encapsulate decades of American racial strife down here where life purports to be gentle.

Now, as the pear tree in the middle of the cemetery blooms for the sixth time since Westerman's death, the memory of what happened out on U.S. 41 flares anew for those closest to the shooting. The controversy surrounding the Confederate battle flag on South Carolina's Statehouse and elsewhere has stirred old pain and a rueful awareness of the volatile emotions that can swirl around the flag--and the curious hold it still has on the South.

"That brings it back all over again every time I watch it on the news," said Freddie Morrow, 22, the triggerman in Westerman's shooting who is serving a life sentence for murder that will keep in him in prison at least until he is 45.

Perhaps not since the Civil War has the Confederate flag flown at the center of so much fevered conflict. Across the country this winter, battle lines have been drawn between those who see it as a symbol of their heritage and those who think it represents racism.

The debate, which threatens to become a hot issue in the presidential campaign, has simmered close to the boiling point on the front steps of state Capitols in South Carolina and Alabama and reignited a long-running feud over Mississippi's state flag, which has in one corner a miniature version of the Stars and Bars.

But before the battle in South Carolina, there was Guthrie--a town of 1,500 where half the four-man police force can be found drinking coffee in Junior Johnson's grocery. Having endured the most shocking and violent modern-day clash over the rebel flag--a high-speed collision of male egos in the reddening late-afternoon light along a lonely highway on Jan. 14, 1995--this place serves as a lens for viewing and understanding today's Dixie, which is as much a state of mind as it is a region of the country.

Todd County--birthplace of Jefferson Davis, who was the president of the Confederacy, and Pulitzer Prize-winning writer Robert Penn Warren, an unregenerate Southerner who would become the nation's poet laureate--is a microcosm of the old traditions and torments that still shape much of the rural South. In Guthrie, where everybody knows everybody else and no one is shy about shouting a greeting across Ewing Street, the only silence is that which exists between blacks and whites at the lunch counter in the American Cafe.

The heartbreak of Westerman's shooting, as raw as the day it happened for those close to it, lingers. "It still (doesn't) seem real," said his mother, JoAnn Westerman, with tears in her eyes and a Confederate flag fluttering over her house. "I still cannot honest to God get it through my head that something like that happened here."

But if there were any lessons to be learned, they seem to have been lost, said Morrow's mother, Cynthia Batie.

"That flag has got to come down," Batie said of the rebel banner flying above public places such as South Carolina's statehouse. "It's just not good manners. It's like fighting words.

"But you don't pay any attention until something happens like this."

In vastly different houses worlds apart, Westerman and Batie raised sons who turned out to have more in common than either mother might care to contemplate. Michael Westerman and Freddie Morrow were known as show-offs. Both had tattoos: Morrow's a Gangster Disciple model, Westerman's showing the Confederate flag.

Both were introduced to that flag by the TV show "The Dukes of Hazzard."

And both had guns.

"I think about it a lot," Morrow said of the shooting. "I wish I could change it. But then, I can't. It's just something that happened. I was young and I didn't know no better."

In the end perhaps the most haunting similarity between the Morrow and Westerman families is this: Westerman's twin babies were five weeks old when he was shot. And Morrow lost his father on a lonely country backroad just a few days after being born. It's why his mother moved away from Bremerton, Wash., when Freddie was young. She couldn't stand seeing those skid marks every day on the road home from work at the shipyard.

Now Batie sits in a little, brown house in the Chicago suburb of Riverdale, lamenting her fateful decision to send Morrow to Kentucky. Who could have foreseen anything like this?

"I do know it's the South," she said. "But I didn't know it was the Old South."

In the Todd County town of Fairview, a few miles up the road from Guthrie, a 351-foot-high memorial to Davis rises from adjacent parkland and towers over the rural countryside.

The obelisk, modeled after the Washington Monument but situated in a state park surrounded by farmland, is so tall it interferes with television and cell-phone reception in the area and regularly fries VCRs in park superintendent Mark Doss' house with the lightning it brings down on the park during thunderstorms.

Visible miles away from the new U.S. 68/80 bypass, it's the fourth-tallest monument in the U.S. and the tallest concrete obelisk in the world. The 83-year-old memorial, framed by scaffolding, is closed indefinitely for a somewhat controversial $2 million restoration funded by the Kentucky state government.

"I don't embrace Jefferson Davis or anything else the Confederacy symbolizes," said state Rep. Gerald Neal, an African-American legislator from Louisville. "But I do recognize it is a part of the history of this country."

Each summer, on Davis' birthday, blacks and whites gather at the park for a long day of music, barbecue and Civil War battle re-enactments highlighted by the coronation of a new Miss Confederacy.

"The girls dress up and the boys dress up as soldiers," said Margaret Massie, who lives with her sister, Mary, in a house near the monument.

"And they have war," Margaret Massie said.

"And a beauty pageant," Mary Massie said.

Late on a winter afternoon, the monument's shadow runs on for hundreds of feet, falling across parkland, the dormant stubble of a canola field, the back lot of a church and an ill-tempered German shepherd before ending in the back yard of a white-frame house. There it points right at the door of Feda Bass.

Bass, who used to run the elevator in the Davis monument, is a cousin of 25-year-old Hannah Rose Westerman. Westerman's twin babies were only weeks old when their father was buried in a grave with a Sons of Confederate Veterans marker just like the one found near the headstones of Civil War veterans and casualties.

"They have millions of questions," Hannah Westerman said of the children.

So do others. Westerman's shooting pitted onetime schoolmates and friends against one another in a clash over something most people in Todd County once viewed as innocuous: the mascot and symbol of Todd County Central High School, whose teams are called the Rebels.

"I don't think anything of it," said Lolitta Warfield, a black Guthrie resident and graduate of Todd Central, of the Confederate flag. "We used to have it painted on the school floor."

Warfield's cousin, Damien Darden, felt differently.

Darden, who was 17 at the time of the shooting, was one of the black teenagers who chased down Westerman's truck. Like all the others, he said he did not know who was inside the pickup because its windows were tinted. Darden and Westerman were boyhood friends and playmates, JoAnn Westerman said. More than once Darden had been welcomed into the Westerman's house.

Morrow's history in Guthrie was much shorter. His mother, frustrated to tears watching her son sink into a world of gangs and guns in suburban Chicago, had sent him South to live with aunts and uncles in Guthrie.

"I was afraid next time he was going to disappear and they were going to come tell me to identify his body," Batie said.

At first Morrow delighted in the differences between Chicago and Todd County. "To me, it was straight country, it was like going to Disney World or something," he said.

But trouble soon found him in Guthrie.

After running into trouble with some youths in nearby Clarksville, Tenn., Morrow bought a gun.

In early January 1995, he was expelled from school for fighting.

On a January afternoon in 1995, Morrow went with friends to Janie's Market on the south end of Guthrie to buy chewing gum and rolling papers for marijuana, he said in a prison interview.

Upon seeing how crowded the store was, he changed his mind.

Then he saw Westerman's pickup truck at the gas pump.

Accounts vary as to what happened next. Morrow said he became angry when he saw the flag. Then he saw someone in the truck stick a hand out the back window and wave the flag. He thought he heard a racial slur.

Whoever it was in the pickup, Morrow wanted to fight them, he decided. He suggested to his friends that they follow the truck as it pulled out of the parking lot at Janie's and turned left onto U.S. 41.

Several miles down the road, Hannah Westerman noticed that two carloads of black teenagers had fallen in behind her husband's truck and were closing fast.

"Kick it," she told Michael Westerman.

Boasting that he was armed, and egged on by his friends, Morrow brought out a .32-caliber handgun.

The road straightened out.

The truck and both cars reached 85 m.p.h.

Veering into the northbound lanes, the car with Morrow in it pulled even with the pickup.

What happened next, Morrow said, happened because of "peer pressure."

"Shoot, shoot," he recalled his friends saying.

In the back seat on the driver's side, Morrow stuck his left hand out the window and fired several shots into the air.

Then, with further encouragement from his friends, he fired a wild shot across the back seat and out the open window on the other side of the car.

"Oh my God, they shot me," Westerman said, reaching around between his back and the seat of the truck.

Boxed in now by the two cars pursuing them, Hannah Westerman clambered over her mortally wounded husband, took the wheel of the truck and yanked it around in a gravel-crunching U-turn to escape their tormentors and get her husband to the hospital in Clarksville, where he died the next day.

Morrow, who was arrested the day after the shooting, swears that he did not intend to shoot Westerman, and didn't know that he had until he saw it on the evening news.

Tumultuous days followed, days that tested the very fabric of the town and threatened to boil over into chaos. Westerman's shooting attracted more than a few outsiders, as Police Officer Junior Johnson calls them--folks looking to stir up trouble in Todd County.

"I honestly believe Guthrie could have been wiped off the map," said the dead man's father, David Westerman. "There were a lot of mad people."

Westerman said he repeatedly declined offers of help from the Ku Klux Klan.

The Klan burned a cross on the front lawn of Morrow's aunt. Batie, down from Chicago to be with her son, received a death threat.

After the shooting, painted images of the Confederate flag were removed from the school's gym and trophy case, but there were those who fought vehemently against change at the school and elsewhere and those who simply didn't care--including many blacks.

"I really don't understand why so many people were upset about it when it's been that way for so very long," said Gene Jefferson, a black member of the City Council in the county seat of Elkton.

Everything changed with Westerman's death. The tension between blacks and whites became palpable, climaxing with a fiery confrontation between Hannah Westerman and Cynthia Batie inside a Springfield, Tenn., courthouse.

The three-day trial was an emotional affair. Blacks sat in one section, whites in another.

"Nobody won, you know what I'm saying?" Hannah Westerman said.

It's a quote that could serve as an epitaph in this part of the country, where the graves of Confederate and Union soldiers dot the countryside.

"I think for a lot of people, identifying with the Confederate flag is identifying with a lost cause against a national power," said Ted Ownby, an associate professor of history and Southern studies at the University of Mississippi. "It's identifying yourself as being against the federal government, taxes, overregulation, whatever."

But, almost invariably, racial issues are at the core, Ownby said. "If one chooses to listen to these people, they'll always say this isn't about race or racism. But, heck, it's pretty close."

In Alabama this month, a group that wants the South to secede from the Union staged a Confederate flag-waving rally the day before President Clinton was to lead marchers across a Selma bridge to mark the 35th anniversary of "Bloody Sunday"--the late-winter day in 1965 when the march on Selma turned violent.

In Guthrie and elsewhere some people cling to the memory of what happened out on U.S. 41 for all the wrong reasons, exploiting the tragedy for racist purposes, Boone said. But mostly Guthrie has moved on, Mayor Scott Marshall said.

Whites and blacks aren't any better or worse toward one another in Todd County than anywhere else, David Westerman said.

"Yes, there's an undercurrent all the while. There always has been and there always will be. But you live with each other," he said.

Westerman, a soft-spoken and thoughtful man with an incongruous living room full of mounted deer heads and delicate knick-knacks, has flown the Confederate flag on a pole beside the driveway of his house ever since his son's death.

"I want it on the pole for Michael," JoAnn Westerman said, her eyes red and wet.
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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.
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On a frigid dawn, a baby is found dead at a church’s front door

‘It's a quiet neighborhood, but there are a lot of things going on’ 

Monsignor John Hayes of Epiphany Catholic Church had only just begun his solitary morning prayer when he heard a tentative knock at the door of his upstairs room in the rectory.

Hayes, a slightly stooped, 93-year-old man with wavy silver hair, stopped just before the part about Baby Jesus-- "Today the Magi found crying in the manger the one they have followed as he shone in the sky. . . ."--and opened the door. 

"We found a dead child," said the parishioner who was standing there.

So it was that less than 30 minutes before he was to say mass, Hayes heard the news that would add another kind of chill to the air of this West Side neighborhood, where residents bundled against the bitter cold continued Monday digging out from under the record snowfall of Saturday's blizzard.

A newborn infant, wearing an oversized diaper and wrapped in a woman's pink robe and blue sweater, had been found dead on the top step of the South Keeler Avenue church, a small patch of snow for a pillow.

The unidentified boy baby, lying frozen in a tiny drift that had blown up against the door to the church on the edge of the Little Village neighborhood, was discovered by a church sacristan as he worked with Rafael Morales, a stocky caretaker in a Cleveland Browns jacket, to open the church for morning mass.

Morales, a seminary student working at the church during the holidays, still was shaken hours afterward.

"Poor baby. How could a woman abandon a child like that?" he said.

To think Monday had started like any other morning. A few minutes after 7, the sacristan--a parishioner who did not want to be interviewed--had unlocked the church's side door, the one across from the modest brownstones along the 2500 block of South Keeler.

Then he descended the stairs into the church with Morales, turned on the heat in the big stone building, switched on the lights and walked down the long main aisle to unlock the front doors.

The sun was just coming up as the parishioner pushed the doors open. At first, he and Morales thought the small bundle lying on the concrete step just outside was a parcel of clothes for a drive for the needy sponsored by church youth, Morales said. But then the odd weight gave way to the discovery.

"A rather unusual happening," Hayes said.

Police Sgt. Gerald Mahon said the baby was "male, white--possibly Hispanic--and several hours old."

Mahon said paramedics tried unsuccessfully to revive the infant, as did emergency-room physicians at St. Anthony Hospital, where the baby was pronounced dead at 8:18 a.m.

Mahon said the boy appeared to be full term and had no visible signs of trauma. He said the umbilical cord had been cut short but not clamped.

An autopsy was planned for Tuesday, the Cook County medical examiner's office said. Though the cause of death has not been determined, the baby was "frozen through," said Rev. Peter McQuinn, the church's administrator.

If the baby died of exposure, whoever left him on the church steps could be charged with murder. But such cases often are plea-bargained down to involuntary manslaughter or other lesser offenses, legal experts said.

Because of their relatively thin skin and large heads, babies are more susceptible to heat loss and hypothermia, said Dr. Tom Esposito, a trauma surgeon at Loyola University Medical Center in Maywood.

And in the dark hours before dawn Monday, Chicago was a bitterly cold place.

It isn't known yet how long the baby lay on the step, but temperatures hovered for hours around zero and rose only slightly above that through the day. And the windchill made it feel even colder: between 20 and 30 below zero.

The speed with which hypothermia sets in and the severity of its effect depends on how cold the air is, how much of the body is exposed and how long it is exposed, Esposito said.

"The metabolism of the brain starts to slow down," he said. "The level of consciousness declines over a period of time. And heart rate and respiration are compromised."

Still, a baby left out in the cold might survive for hours, Esposito said.

On Monday, police were canvassing the neighborhood to find the mother, asking church officials and residents if anyone fit the description of a woman about to give birth. They appealed to anyone with information to call 312-746-8252.

Church officials said if no one claims the baby, they will give it a Christian burial.

Hayes, who presided over mass for 10 parishioners just 30 minutes after learning of the baby on the step, did not mention the discovery during the church's regular morning service--though he offered a silent prayer for the baby as he stood at the front of the church.

"You pray for all the dead," McQuinn said.

But the tragedy echoed through the church despite Hayes' discretion; the monsignor found he had to ignore the voices of detectives and other law officers gathered in the entryway of the church as he said mass.

"They talked all through the mass," Hayes said.

News of the baby's discovery made the rounds quickly in this heavily Hispanic neighborhood, where the scraping of shovels prevailed Monday and residents used wooden chairs and other pieces of furniture to mark off the hard-won parking spaces excavated along the narrow streets.

Jose Soto, who manages a clothing store on West 26th Street, crossed himself when he heard.

"It's horrible," said Irene Alvarez, a cashier at Lalo's restaurant nearby. "He was so little, so helpless."

"It's too sad," said John Padilla, a Chicago Water Department employee, shaking his head in dismay. "We (Latinos) are family people--we're about children. This is just hard to accept."

Many figured it was the mother's upbringing.

"She must have very bad parents that she can't ask them for help," said Luis Vigo, owner of Durango Furniture on the corner of Keeler Avenue and 26th Street.

"Parents are not as strict as they used to be," said Maria Lara, owner of Delara's unisex hair salon, just down the block. "They don't instill the right values."

But however horrified the neighbors were, the tragedy did not seem to alter the normal rhythm of life in Little Village.

The front doors of the church where the baby had been found remained locked. Enrique Valadez could see them clearly through the big, picture window in his house across Keeler.

"It's very plausible here," Valadez said of the abandoned baby as he stood inside the house he is remodeling, applying wood putty to a knife.

"It's a quiet neighborhood, but there are a lot of things going on."

Thirteen children live in one of the apartments near the church, McQuinn said.

Still, Eloisa Valadez said wistfully: "If someone were to knock on my door and tell me, 'You want baby?' I would take it in."

McQuinn, a young man with thick hair and gray eyes, is not unfamiliar with the tragedy of death among children. Ordained in 1991, he has said last rights over stillborn children at the request of anguished parents. And he spent six years at a church in Humboldt Park.

"We had our share of rock and roll stuff--shootings and things. But this is terrible." he said.

As he stood Monday afternoon at the foot of the stairs where the baby was found, McQuinn heard a neighborhood boy call out from across the street.

"Hi, Father Peter," shouted 10-year-old Jose Gallegos as he shoveled snow feverishly in his yard.

"What you digging?" McQuinn called brightly.

"I'm making mountains," Jose said. "Did someone find a baby in the church?"

McQuinn didn't hesitate. Yes, he said, mater-of-factly. A baby was found on the front steps.

"Was he frozen and stuff?"

"Yeah. He was frozen and stuff," the priest said.

Smiling ruefully, McQuinn turned to go back into the church, his shoulders hunched against the bitter cold.

And, softly, he muttered:

"Out of the mouths of babes."
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Commuter train wreck still haunts a survivor

Twist of fate leaves a family wondering

CINCINNATI, Ohio

Even now, a tiny, round grain of glass occasionally will pop out of Louise Lawarre's head.

Lawarre keeps three of them, each no bigger than the period at the end of this sentence, taped side-by-side to a card in the "L" section of her Rolodex--ellipsis points for an unfinished story. 

Twenty-five years have passed since the Illinois Central Railroad crash on Oct. 30, 1972, that killed 45 people, but the ghost of Train 416 lingers with Lawarre and her family.

"Thank you for the gift of Louise," her husband, Frank Collins, said in prayer last week before slicing into a pork roast as the family was gathered for dinner.

Collins had brought his wife a dozen red roses on the anniversary of the crash, a day that never passes without Louise's thinking of those around her on the doomed train--and of the twist of fate that saved her, while so many others around her died.

The crash left deep cuts in Lawarre's calves and ankle, sprayed her face with glass and tore her liver. Even now, rubbing or scratching her forehead, she will feel her fingernail click-click over an embedded speck of glass that has worked its way to the surface. Twenty have popped out that way.

"Louise--glass from head," reads the Rolodex card bearing three of them.

This is how pieces of a Chicago commuter train ended up in the tidy kitchen of a suburban home just east of this Ohio city.

The final run of the 416 ended at 27th Street on Chicago's South Side, but the crash was only the beginning of a long journey for many Chicagoans--for those who survived and for those who lost loved ones in the twisted wreckage.

The crash killed 45 people and left another 350 injured. The wreck occurred two blocks from the emergency room of Michael Reese Hospital, which responded quickly.

Fifty doctors were assigned to treat victims. A surgeon quoted the next day in the Tribune recalled the crash's aftermath as "grotesque beyond belief."

But Louise Lawarre would like to ride the 416 again. It's about catching a ghost train. As the anniversary of the wreck bore down on her, she held foremost a wish to relive that cold, fateful morning in the company of those around her on the 416.

"The first thing I would say, and the only thing I would have to say, is simply, 'Where were you sitting and what happened to you?' And then I would shut my mouth and listen," Lawarre said.

The problem: Lawarre doesn't know where any other survivors are. Too seriously injured to take advantage of counseling proffered by the University of Chicago, she never had a chance to meet or talk to anyone else who made it off the train alive.

"Closure's probably not really the word, so much as connecting," she said. "It would be more like the end of a chapter, the end of a story."

Contemporary tragedies have become a phenomenon of protracted ritual, engendering great outpourings of grief that bubble up in mass memorial services, anniversary ceremonies and other commemorative events. But long before there was a Valujet crash or a Halloween-night plane disaster in Indiana or an Amtrak train disappearing into the black of an Alabama swamp, there were two trains on a collision course in Chicago. That was another time, before the compulsion for group therapy or support organizations or public grieving.

In this disaster, at the peak of morning rush hour, a second northbound train rammed the last car of Lawarre's, which had pulled into the station only moments earlier.

A year later, the Chicago mass transit system gave a $206,400 federal grant to help pay for commuter-train safety improvements recommended by federal and state agencies that investigated the crash. And the state of Illinois kicked in $103,200. The gravity of what happened the morning of Oct. 30, 1972, prompted swift response.

Both trains originated at the railroad's South Chicago Station at 91st Street. The collision occurred as the first train, the 416, was backing up after having overshot the 27th Street station enough--by about 250 feet--to give the second train a green light.

By the time the engineer of the approaching Train 720 realized what was ahead, it was too late. His train, a collection of six, old-style, wooden cars, plunged into the last car of Lawarre's modern steel-and-aluminum train like a knife into butter.

Railroads are skittish things, trains being incurable creatures of habit. They adhere to strict schedules that are worked out down to the minute, and the 416 was no different. A collection of four cars, it was to leave the 91st Street station at 7:06 a.m., arriving, after several stops, at Randolph Street at 7:40.

The 720 was set to leave the 91st Street station at 7:15 a.m., arriving downtown at 7:43.

But at 7:27, time stopped for the 416--and for many in the rear coach of the train.

Most of the dead and seriously injured were in that car--the one in which 23-year-old Louise Lawarre was riding. Lawarre always rode in the last car. She survived the crash, she believes, because she turned right after boarding, opting for a second-level seat at the front of the car--away from the point of impact.

"It was a life-and-death decision," she said. "I'd probably be dead."

The doomed rear car was packed with people, said Chicago lawyer Morris Gzesh, also a survivor. When Gzesh boarded the train at 53rd Street, he couldn't even find a place to stand in the last car.

He moved to the third car, a decision that probably saved his life. He stood in the aisle, briefcase in hand, headed toward his law office on West Washington Street--a place he would not reach until several weeks later, when his broken arm had healed.

Lawarre, who five months earlier had given birth to her first child, Anne, was on her way to work at Kelly Temporary Services. Frank, now an endocrinologist in Cincinnati, was a graduate student at the University of Chicago. They lived on campus in the Hyde Park area, and their life was structured on the secure foundation of routine.

All that was about to change. "I walked into an event in history," she said.

Taking a seat on the 416, Lawarre opened a book. She had just begun J.R.R. Tolkien's "Two Towers" and was using for a bookmark an absentee ballot-- marked with a vote for George McGovern and sealed in a stamped envelope. It never would be mailed.

She was halfway through the first chapter when it happened: A thousand stories were interrupted; that's how many people were aboard the two trains when they collided.

In the third car, where Gzesh had been knocked to the floor, a deathly silence prevailed.

"People didn't even look like they were breathing," Gzesh said. "Everyone was in a state of shock. You couldn't even see an eyelid blink."

In the chaos in the rear car, Lawarre imagined herself in a bad dream from which she couldn't wake.

She became upset with Frank for not being there to rescue her from the dream, remembering in her reverie the night a month earlier when she had had a nightmare. She had asked Frank to stay awake with her the rest of the night, but he had fallen asleep and had been no help.

The next thing she knew she was opening her eyes to the greenish lights above an operating table.

In the years that have followed, there never has been a citywide memorial service or any other event commemorating the tragedy. Mostly, survivors worked through the emotional and physical trauma alone, said Ed Vrdolyak, the Chicago lawyer who represented 80 individuals and families rent by the crash, many of whom lived and worked in the area he represented then as alderman of the 10th Ward.

"I don't know if they've ever had a reunion of the survivors of the Titanic, either," Vrdolyak said. "A lot of folks took it individually and personally, and they handled their grief in their own way."

Many still live in Chicago. Some still have not healed. But many long ago went on with their lives, Vrdolyak said.

"Human nature being what it is, I think they have tried to put it behind them," he said.

Those survivors represented by Vrdolyak reached an out-of-court settlement with the Illinois Central Railroad, Vrdolyak said.

The money Lawarre and her family received from a settlement went for a down payment on a house. In 1978, the family moved to Pittsburgh, where Frank began his internship and residency. From there, they moved to Columbus, Ohio, for his fellowship; and then on to Cincinnati, where he began practicing in 1980.

They had four more children: David, 21, an engineering student at the University of Cincinnati; and Patrick, 18, Maggie, 14, and Stevie, 12--all of whom live at home.

Everyone except Anne, a doctoral math student at Duke University, was there for dinner last week as this Catholic family remembered the survivors and victims of a long-ago train crash in prayer.

A beeswax candle burned, the one they used to burn only on their wedding anniversary.

Did you see anything beautiful today? Louise asked her family.

The coming of the cold, Patrick said, the changing of the seasons.

Outside the big picture window near the table, a silver maple let fly its bright, yellow leaves like a great, warm fire throwing off sparks.

Had Louise Lawarre turned left, she thinks, you wouldn't be reading this story.

Had Louise Lawarre turned left, there would be a different family in the big, brick house at 7642 Athenia Drive and Stevie never would have been born to behold the world through big, blue eyes and Maggie wouldn't be around to say "whatever" in that weary but good-natured way and their mother would be a distant memory to the man she has been married to for 26 years now.

Had Louise Lawarre turned left, she believes, she would have ridden the 416 to heaven.

But she turned right, and here she was, alive and well, eating dinner with her family on the edge of Cincinnati.

"Amen," Frank Collins said.
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Revolution, revelry and rags

Interest in war fades, but memories linger


Behind the locked door of 954 W. Carmen Ave., on the city's North Side, three Vietnam War veterans named Joe, Dave and Hieu sat in the middle of one more lost cause.

Until this spring the nondescript storefront in Uptown housed Chicago's Vietnam War Museum. But on Sunday, April 30--the 25th anniversary of the fall of Saigon--the lease runs out, and museum founder Joe Hertel has decided he can't afford another month. So he will drink a toast with other war veterans, such as Dave Grube and Hieu Luu--and then take down the big, camouflage-green sign over the door, officially ending the museum's 15-year run. 

"I feel the same as the day I lost my country," Luu said.

That the final day fell on April 30 was an eerie coincidence brought about by the normal rhythms of Chicago's leasing season. In fact, the little-known museum--a "walk-in scrapbook" dreamed up by Hertel and filled with all manner of odds and ends, including dolls, guns, store receipts, old beer bottles and rice from distant fields--has been closed to the public since March.

Once, Vietnamese residents of the neighborhood visited the museum and area businesses supported it. But interest in Hertel's project faded, and last week the only exhibit left intact was the three veterans telling war stories in the smoky dim light around a cluttered table. Remember the woman who gave the museum a little bottle of rice she brought over from Vietnam? She was afraid there would be nothing to eat when she reached the United States, Hertel said.

"Then first thing she sees is a Jewel."

Luu gasped and doubled over.

"Jewel," he said, and he laughed until the tears came.

A quarter century after the communists took Saigon, Uptown's Vietnamese community--with Hertel in the middle--is a microcosm of war and remembrance, peace and healing.

As Hertel can attest, there isn't much interest in the war anymore. Vietnamese residents here and in other Chicago neighborhoods--like those in many predominantly Vietnamese neighborhoods in California--are marking the 25th anniversary of Saigon's collapse with little fanfare.

Several Vietnamese groups in Chicago plan a joint lunchtime program Sunday at Furama Restaurant in Uptown, and American veterans are invited to join Vietnamese residents for a commemorative service, skit and panel discussion.

"It's not just a date," said Dr. Ho Tran, an organizer of the event who lost a son to dehydration on the boat ride to the United States. "It's like it happened yesterday."

But in an age of youth culture, short attention spans and televised wars, the memory of Vietnam is fading--even in areas of Uptown and other urban neighborhoods that the remote war helped shape.

"I've forgot everything about that," Kim Nguyen, 40, said of life and war in her native country. She recently sold her 6-year-old restaurant and karaoke bar in Uptown so she could open a snack shop. Hertel sold her the television from his museum for $300.

One evening last week, as lengthening shadows fell across the streets of Uptown, he walked the three blocks from his museum to the gutted, corner storefront that soon will house Kim's snack bar and sat on a stool talking to her daughters.

"What's April 30?" asked Hong Nguyen, a 19-year-old.

"It has something to do with the Vietnam War," another girl answered.

Hertel laughed.

The American is a big man with a thick shock of silver hair and a facile sense of humor, and he chats easily with Hong Nguyen and her mother. But the relationship between American veterans and Vietnamese residents is a sometimes delicate balance. There is the occasional unpleasantness--the drunken and belligerent vet threatening to walk out of a Vietnamese restaurant without paying for his soup and noodles, the random ethnic slur learned in a more hostile time and place.

"There is a certain amount of animosity," Grube says.

But mostly there is peaceful coexistence, and sometimes there is friendship.

"I just think it's important for all of us to stay connected," says Joe Fornelli, an American war veteran who sometimes attends the Saturday morning meetings of the Vietnamese Association of Illinois on North Broadway in Uptown.

Fornelli, executive vice president of the National Vietnam Veterans Art Museum, at 1801 S. Indiana Ave., said he knew of no plans to commemorate Sunday's anniversary.

"We had talked about it for a while. But I haven't heard anything from my friends in the Vietnamese community," he said. "It's not exactly the kind of anniversary to celebrate. Numbers died. The ones that didn't carry the history."

Cao Ninh, a 56-year-old Vietnamese war veteran who paints, sculpts and makes fish tanks at an Uptown studio near the roaring "L," thinks interest in the war is waning. In years past there have been vigils, parades and gatherings. "But it seems to me nothing's being done this year," he says. "It's just like they cut the line."

Chicago has about 5,000 Vietnamese residents, according to the 1990 U.S. census; the Vietnamese community estimates the number is closer to 10,000. The epicenter of that population is in Uptown. But the dynamics of the neighborhood are changing as the older generation gives way to the new.

"For the younger generation," Tran says, "they do not understand very well what happened. Because it is too hard for the older generation to talk to children on such a painful issue."

Many older Vietnamese residents still wake some nights half believing they will find themselves back in that other life.

"In my dream, I'm still living in Vietnam," Ninh says. "But in the dream I remember that I came to the United States. Usually I run away somewhere, in the rain--and it wakes me up.

"It's wonderful, the truth."

Van Nguyen, a 46-year-old Vietnamese war veteran who moved to the United States in 1980, was haunted by memories for the first 10 years of his new life. Now only the regret lingers. Last week, as Nguyen sat sipping a Heineken in the storefront shell that someday will become Kim's snack shop, he was keenly aware of the approach of the 25th anniversary of Saigon's fall.

"I feel I've been 25 years without a country," he said, "25 years without family."

In the fading light, Hertel left Nguyen and Kim and the others inside the empty storefront and trudged back to his museum.

Though small and somewhat amateurish, the Vietnam War Museum was a way home for the heartsick without even leaving Chicago. Admission was free, and, for a while, many Vietnamese residents visited, as did many American veterans and schoolchildren.

In this way the museum brought together Hertel and Grube and Luu, men who at first had no use for each other; hostility and wariness clouded the air between them when they met. Save for the war, they had little in common.

Luu, 51, was born in a town less than 10 miles from Saigon and joined South Vietnam's army in 1968. He saw a lot of combat during the war, married his kung fu instructor and came to the United States in 1981.

Three months later he and his wife separated over a family dispute, then divorced.

Grube, a native of Louisville, Ky., whose family moved to Chicago when he was 2, was a high school dropout who joined the Air Force at 18. His job was making deliveries--everything from beer to ammunition--to Army bases. He saw no combat, returned to Chicago, became a mechanic and fell in love all over again with his childhood sweetheart from the block where he grew up. They have been married for 20 years and own an automotive repair shop in Ravenswood.

Hertel, 54, was born on the Northwest Side of Chicago, delivered newspapers and worked at a dairy bar for 90 cents an hour, got drafted out of college and served as a courier in the war--"a gofer," he says. He fell in love with his wife, sight unseen, as they exchanged letters; she started writing him as part of a high school pen-pal project involving American soldiers in the war. They were married when he returned from the war.

Hertel started his museum in the basement of a now-defunct military-supply store on Irving Park Road. One night Grube wandered in and introduced himself. Hertel, shaggy and full of attitude, grunted. It was an inauspicious beginning to a wonderful friendship.

Not long after Hertel moved his museum into a storefront in Uptown, Luu came calling. He was curious. What was this place? He had heard that Hertel worked for the city--Hertel is an inspector for the city Health Department--and thought that the American might be a government agent.

For his part, Hertel assumed Luu held a grudge against American veterans for the way U.S. troops had run roughshod over his homeland.

Both men discovered they were wrong. Similarly, Luu helped Grube over the hostile preconceptions he harbored about Vietnamese people from having served in the war.

Luu, a cheerful man and a natty dresser, once offered to buy the building that houses the museum so that Hertel could keep it open. He was willing to sell an apartment building he owned to raise the money. But it didn't work out.

Hertel rents the building from a Vietnamese grocer who charges him only $500 a month--the same rate Hertel paid more than 10 years ago when he moved into the building. But with utilities and other expenses, Hertel's overhead is $1,000 a month and contributions from local business owners are down to $200.

"It's sad," Grube said. "I was talking to my wife last night and she said, 'What are you going to do now?'

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

Last week, as the end neared, the three veterans could not bring themselves to finish removing everything from the dim museum. They sat around a table with a bottle of apple schnapps and a pair of pliers in the center and drank Old Styles. They told war stories. They dreamed as they always do of opening a restaurant in Wisconsin.

"Wednesday night spaghetti night, Friday night fish sticks," Hertel said, lighting another cigarette.

Maybe this place was too true to its mission, too much like reliving it all--too painful for those who entered. That's what Hertel thinks sometimes.

He sifted through piles of memorabilia from the dismantled displays.

"Hey, Dave, look," Hertel said from across the room. He held up an old, stand-up microphone.

"Oh my God, where did you find that?" Grube said.

Hertel held the mike up in front of his mouth, looked across the room in the dusty gloaming and grinned.

Like friendship from the war, like something found amid unimaginable loss, he had stumbled on a prize in the rubble.

"Good evening, America," Hertel said.
 

Chicago Tribune, May 21, 2000, Sunday, Page One

Sad, short and perplexing life of a whiz kid

The self-destruction of Phillip W. Katz

MILWAUKEE

By all accounts Phillip W. Katz was a genius, a mathematical whiz kid who shook up the computer industry with a simple but ingenious concept called "zipping": using standard algorithms to compress data so information could be stored on disks more efficiently and transmitted over phone lines more quickly and inexpensively.

But the tale of his short life and lonely death is a radical departure from most high-tech success stories today, a footnote of human frailty in an age of powerful computers and cocky young millionaires. When they found Katz last month in Room 566 of a Milwaukee hotel, he had an empty bottle of peppermint schnapps cradled in his left arm and a dent in his head from dying propped against the nightstand. 

According to the Milwaukee County medical examiner's report, the 37-year-old Katz--his pancreas hemorrhaging and his liver yellowed and swollen by cirrhosis--drank himself to death, succumbing April 14 to complications of chronic alcoholism. His death amid liquor bottles and suitcases full of sexual paraphernalia was the end of a mysterious tailspin in which Katz threw away a life of seemingly unlimited promise.

The reasons for his fall are likely lost. A transient and a recluse, he had not seen even his mother in years.

"He was," former neighbor Diane Harmon said, "extremely all by himself."

In the end Katz had such a low profile that many in the computer industry, when they saw his obituary, didn't immediately connect him to his better-known data-compression company, PKWare Inc.

But those familiar with Katz and his work were left wondering what might have been if he had showed more acumen and ambition.

"I think if Phil had been more of an outgoing person he could have probably parlayed his company into 10 times what it is today," said Richard Holler, executive director of the Association of Shareware Professionals in Greenwood, Ind. "He was one of those unknown legends. He had a tremendous impact on the industry. But very few people know who he was or what he did."

A skinny, mop-haired boy who grew up on a sleepy, dead-end street, Katz changed the face of the computer industry as a very young man. His idea for compressing information eventually spawned a niche company, started in 1986, that quickly cornered the market for data-compression software.

Katz's moment of inspiration might have lasted a lifetime, earning him a fortune and early retirement. "They could have been a multibillion-dollar-a-year company," Holler said.

But the inscription Katz wrote in a high school friend's senior yearbook would prove portentous:

"I hope you enjoy life after high school--if that's possible."

In fact, life never got much better for Katz than the day he had his brainstorm. The introverted young man, who initially viewed his foray into data compression as a hobby, didn't aggressively promote himself or his company and never seemed comfortable in the giant's role his mind had earned for him.

"He never attended conferences or lectures or anything. But he was considered a genius," Holler said.

Though Katz made a lot of money, he squandered much of it and ended up having financial problems, his mother told investigators for the police and the medical examiner's office.

Katz, who owed $3,069.83 on his Gold Edition MasterCard, had taken to spending large amounts of money on alcohol and strip clubs, his mother is quoted as saying in the medical examiner's report.

Probate court records in Ozaukee County, Wis., north of Milwaukee, estimate the value of Katz's property somewhere "in excess of $10,000"--though his luxury condominium in Mequon still sits padlocked with much of Katz's furniture inside.

Katz's mother, Hildegard, refuses to talk publicly about her son. But she told authorities investigating his death that she had not seen Katz in five years--ever since he kicked her out of his condominium and fired her from her job with the software company she had helped him start, according to the medical examiner's report.

Though PKWare had annual sales holding steady at $5 million, its workforce when Katz died was down to 30 employees, from 72 three years ago, according to Dun and Bradstreet Inc.

Robert Gorman, secretary of PKWare, declined to comment--per the family's orders, he said. PKWare had, in later years, become an exceedingly private company whose employees dutifully adhered to an unwritten vow of secrecy even after leaving the payroll. PKWare will not release so much as a photograph of Katz.

Until the end, the company listed Katz as its president. In fact, however, he had virtually ceased communicating with PKWare or anyone else except for the occasional cryptic fax.

"Even those individuals who worked for him in his business had no personal contact with him," said Mequon City Atty. John DeStefanis, who in 1997 drew the frustrating task of trying to find Katz when his neighbors started complaining about the state of his condominium, which seemed to have been filled with garbage and abandoned.

Toward the end, Katz left an ominous paper trail of hotel bills, $50 liquor receipts and drunken-driving citations.

"Is there any way we can forget about this and you drive me home?" he asked a cop before recording a .16 blood-alcohol content in a 1995 arrest.

Fredrick Safer, an attorney with a firm that has represented Katz and which now represents Hildegard Katz in her effort to settle his estate, declined to comment. But Katz's behavior clearly frustrated even his attorneys. Several asked at one time or another to withdraw as his counsel when he repeatedly failed to show up in court.

More than once Katz was charged with jumping bail.

"I couldn't believe it," said Dan Wade, who was a friend of Katz's when they were boys growing up in suburban Glendale, Wis. "I read that in the paper, that he had died, and it didn't even strike me as the same Phil Katz I knew.

"He was a brilliant, creative guy, with a good sense of humor. He seemed like he was pretty happy."

In high school, Wade and Katz were in the same honors math and physics classes. Both were on the math team.

When Wade's older brother, Bruce, was in 5th grade, he was assigned to study math with Katz in a corner of their open-classroom complex--though Katz was only in 4th grade. No other child was doing work on their level.

"I remember trying to keep up with him," Bruce Wade said.

"Occasionally I would go to his home to play. He had a room with all kinds of whiz-bang things. Like Bill Gates would have had. We worked on building balsa-wood gliders, model airplanes, robots--anything technological. I didn't have any of that stuff."

Katz and his mother started the family business, PKWare, in 1986 at the kitchen table of their house in Glendale. Katz quit his job as a software-design engineer soon after and his mother left her job as a nursing instructor at the Milwaukee Area Technical College.

Katz made his data-compression technology available as shareware--free software samples offered on the Internet, ostensibly on a trial basis. Katz was a pioneer in shareware. But, like many in the industry's early days in the 1980s, he was nonchalant about licensing his programs and trusted in the honor system rather than building in any incentives for registration and payment. Those who tried it and liked it were supposed to send him $45. But Katz ended up giving away a lot of software.

Much of it, in one form or another, remains in the public domain.

PKWare--which sold more sophisticated versions of the software that Katz had made available as shareware--quickly cornered the market in data compression with its PKZip. New words leaped into the lexicon: "zipping," for compressing files, and "unzipping," for restoring them to full length so they could be read--also with PKWare software.

Though Katz's Milwaukee-based company was too specialized to become an industry giant, PKWare had such heavyweights as Microsoft and IBM on its client roster.

"Since they had the industry standard, they wound up getting a tremendous amount of commercial business that the rest of the world never even knew about," Holler said. "The compression industry was pretty much in its infancy at the time."

Since then, other companies have come out with software capable of compressing files more tightly, but PKWare had such a stranglehold on the market that its competitors' products never caught on.

Through it all, Katz maintained a low profile.

"The only person in 10 years of living out here that I can honestly say I never had a conversation with was my neighbor," said Harmon, who shared a common wall and roof with Katz.

"He did play loud music, I remember that. My walls shook."

About seven years ago, his mother told investigators from the medical examiner's office, Katz started drinking heavily and began to frequent a strip club, spending large amounts of money there.

Katz sought rehabilitation for alcohol abuse, she said.

Though Katz's mother told investigators her son had no history of depression, Mequon police in 1994 visited his apartment after his mother called to report that she feared he might kill himself.

It wasn't until July 1, 1997, however, that anyone got a good look inside the life of Phil Katz. That was the day a neighbor filed a complaint about his condominium with Mequon police and the city health department--"Said unit is the source of foul odors and an insect and vermin infestation," it said--and an inspector came calling.

Katz, who owned the condominium outright, had continued to pay his $525 quarterly association dues. But he had not lived there for at least a year, according to the complaint.

Ken Metzger of the city sanitation department went peering in the windows of Unit 33 and came away aghast. The interior of Katz's condo was piled three to four feet deep with garbage, Metzger reported.

Metzger and DeStefanis, the Mequon city attorney, left urgent messages on Katz's answering machine, and DeStefanis sent letters to Katz's last-known address, on South 76th Street in suburban Franklin, Wis. But by then the only permanent mailbox Katz had--the one DeStefanis' letters got stuffed into--was at Mailboxes Etc. in a Franklin strip mall. Workers there say Katz rarely picked up his mail.

And he did not respond to DeStefanis' letters.

When DeStefanis called PKWare, an office manager, who identified herself only as Pat, "indicated that Mr. Katz travels but that he is in communication with the company," the court record says.

Still, no response.

On July 28, Metzger petitioned the court for a special-inspection warrant to enter the home.

Like the other 51 units in Katz's condominium community, his was palatial. All of Katz's rooms were lavishly furnished.

And all were piled knee-deep with reeking garbage.

There were mouse droppings on the floor, spoiled food in the refrigerator and freezer and pest strips in the kitchen that were black with flies and gnats.

"I'm going to tell you, you won't believe it," said Don Metzger, the former condominium association president. "We're talking about two- and three-thousand-dollar leather sofas, 40-inch TVs, all kinds of stereo equipment. All of it piled high with garbage. And there was money lying all over the place."

Katz's condominium also was filled with pornography and sado-masochistic sexual paraphernalia. But what DeStefanis didn't see in Katz's apartment was almost as striking as what he did.

"There was a lot of mail, but it consisted of tremendous numbers of catalogs," he said. "But there wasn't any mail of a personal nature.

"There was nothing," DeStefanis said, "to show any human contact in there."

Katz's final, erratic path to destruction is shown in several receipts found in Katz's hotel room at the Hospitality Inn where his body was found, according to the medical examiner's report.

On March 25, Katz flew out of Las Vegas and checked into a Super 8 Motel in Milwaukee, where he stayed until March 30.

On April 7, he checked into the Hospitality Inn on Milwaukee's south side and stayed in a fantasy suite the first night.

Katz was seen "with a young lady he told the hotel clerk was his daughter," the medical examiner's report says.

On April 8, Katz changed rooms, settling in Room 566, and hung out the "Do Not Disturb" sign.

On April 14, hotel staff began calling his room and knocked on his door.

Katz didn't answer, and a maintenance man used a master key to enter Room 566.

"Sad," said Dr. Mary Mainland of the medical examiner's office.

Mainland, who performed the autopsy, doesn't think Katz committed suicide.

"I think," Mainland said, "he was just out of control."
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Gone but not forgotten

CHICAGO'S POLICE INVESTIGATOR FOR LOST ADULTS 
IS OFTEN THE ONLY ONE WHO MISSES THE MISSING


The man in Apartment 204 is gone, just like that. Thirty years in the same place, and one winter day Anthony Dubinski disappears.

Chicago Police Investigator John DeBartolo cracks the window of his unmarked police car, sticks a Salem between his lips and flicks a blue lighter with one hand as he steers with the other. He is looking for Dubinski. He is frustrated. 

"Some of these people," he says. "They'll report a missing person, but they're not concerned." A tendril of smoke rises from his cigarette and drifts out the window of the rain-spotted Ford. "This guy, he's got a sister two hours away who's never called. I'm the one showing concern. I'm the one who's looking for the guy."

The 54-year-old DeBartolo, known to colleagues at the Area 3 police station as Johnny or John D., is the only cop in the department, and quite possibly in the nation, who is assigned full time to looking for lost adults. His job is to find missing persons who are age 17 and older. Most police departments don't bother looking for a grown-up unless the person is sick or old or is thought to be in danger or the victim of foul play; many cities have waiting periods before they'll even take a report.

This fall Congress approved a bill that would allocate federal money for the investigation and tracking of missing-adult cases. But while society won't abide missing children, most people still don't give a thought to looking for a 60-year-old loner named Dubinski or any of the other nearly 200,000 adults who, according to the FBI's National Crime Information Center, vanish each year nationwide.

"You know, I got two brothers," DeBartolo says, the words blunted by his Chicago accent. "We're not real, real close. But I'll be damned--if I live two hours away, I'll go see if I can find one of them if he's missing. Not because I'm a policeman. But because he's my family. My blood."

DeBartolo grew up amid the brownstones, fruit stands and white-ethnic groceries of the Taylor Street neighborhood on the Near West Side, a strict and structured place where adults never hesitated to spank or feed a neighbor's child. No one was anonymous. No one, it seemed, went unloved or unremembered.

But the city, DeBartolo would discover, can obliterate people. There are countless ways to go missing. People walk away from nursing homes or they fall into Lake Michigan, they cross paths with a murderer or they run away for love. They vanish without a trace. Sometimes they're never found.

It's a disheartening job, but DeBartolo would have no other. "I like what I do," he says. "I don't mind staying on the phone all day if I have to. I don't mind going out on some wild goose chase, whatever. There's a little bit of mystery to it when you get those heater cases."

Heater is the word cops use for cases that demand full attention and right now--"when the phone starts ringing off the wall," DeBartolo says. It happens when the missing person is famous or has vanished under especially unusual or ominous circumstances. Reporters and police brass start asking about the case, and the investigation shifts into high gear.

For 2-1/2 months last winter, DeBartolo worked the high-profile case of Brian Welzien, the suburban college student who disappeared New Year's Day after a night of drinking. A Gary man eventually discovered Welzien's body while walking on the beach last March.

But heaters can turn cold. Consider the case of 8-year-old Tricia Kellett, who disappeared more than 18 years ago after going outside to play one spring day. Never found, she is presumed dead. DeBartolo, a 31-year veteran of the Police Department, inherited the 9-inch-thick file when he took the missing-persons job six years ago--she would be an adult now, if alive -- but he no longer investigates it.

"Suspended case, no further action required," he says.

Few of DeBartolo's cases are heaters. As you drink your coffee most mornings he's getting his new cases and he'll find the people or he won't and you'll never know it, and the next day he'll get some more at the 8 a.m. roll call from Sgt. Bill DeGiulio: "Johnny, you got adult missings." Most days a quiet poignancy permeates his work as he drives the streets looking for people no one else misses.

Dubinski's family has not seen or heard from him since mid-March, about the time he stopped reporting for work as a part-time doorman at the John Hancock Center. Nobody reported him missing until a friend passing through Chicago in August dropped by his apartment in Lincoln Park and couldn't find him.

Now DeBartolo is cruising through the missing man's neighborhood, his purple sedan reflected in the storefront windows--a pizzeria, an Ace Hardware, a corner tavern--that once held Dubinski's image. DeBartolo steers to a stop in front of Dubinski's yellow-brick apartment building. The sky looks swollen and bruised. A few blocks away, the lake that sometimes keeps grim secrets from DeBartolo churns darkly against a concrete shore.

Ana Crisan, the owner of Dubinski's building, greets DeBartolo in a dusky office. "I think he left the country," she tells him in a thick Eastern European accent.

The streets that swallowed Dubinski are some of the safest in Chicago. Town Hall District, on the North Side, has the fourth-fewest violent crimes among the city's 25 police districts this year. At its core is the lakeside neighborhood of Lincoln Park and many of the places where Dubinski once could be found.

Dubinski is--or, perhaps, was--a tall, bearded man who likes to wear baseball caps. For three decades he lived quietly in the 2700 block of North Pine Grove Avenue, a narrow, shady street lined with apartment buildings and stately, ivy-covered graystones. For three decades he worked the same job, estimating work orders for a printing company.

Five years ago Dubinski retired and took the doorman's job, working two or three nights a week. Sundays on the clock with janitor Junior Spohn were filled with talk of baseball and road trips to games at the old parks.

"He was easygoing, never had any problems or nothing," Spohn recalls.

But Dubinski was not happy. A lifelong bachelor, he lived alone and talked to his two sisters only a few times each year. One of the sisters lives in Tinley Park, the other near Boston. DeBartolo was struck by how little either could tell him.

"I guess I don't know too much about my brother's life," Terri Dalton, Dubinski's sister in Massachusetts, says ruefully.

When their 84-year-old mother died last winter, she says, Dubinski--worried about a painful stomach ailment and haunted by thoughts of his own mortality--sank into depression.

"He looked just very sad and very alone," she says. "But when you're grieving yourself, like I was, you don't notice as much as you should. When I came home and got into my own grief, my own family, my own life, I didn't think about him."

Several days later, the normally reliable Dubinski did not show up for work. Then, in April, he failed to attend a family christening--"one layer on top of another to say, 'Something's wrong, something's wrong,' " Dalton says. But it was baseball season. He's probably on a road trip, she thought.

When Dalton tried to call Dubinski in August and found that his phone had been disconnected, she began to worry. On Aug. 20 a friend who was passing through town stopped to check on Dubinski, couldn't find him and reported him missing.

The officer who took the report turned it over to his supervisor, who turned it over to the district review officer, who made copies and forwarded it to headquarters. Someone entered the case into the computer and into the National Crime Information Center database, then filled out a white card with Dubinski's name on it and sent a fax to Area 3.

That night, on the second floor of the Area 3 police station at Belmont and Western Avenues, a desk officer in the youth division peeled the fax from the machine, filled out a white slip of paper on the case and left it for morning.

Those who vanish north of the Loop have their life stories reduced to a fax and a file card at Area 3. Missing-persons cases generally fall under the purview of the youth division in each area of the city. Investigators in the youth division look for runaway teens, investigate child-abuse cases and work with juvenile offenders. Only in Area 3--an enormous slice of the city bounded by the Chicago River to the south, Howard Street to the north, the North Branch to the west and the lake to the east-- is there an investigator assigned to tracking down missing persons full time, due to the large number of nursing homes in the vicinity. Many adults who are reported missing have walked away from one or another of the facilities.

The Area 3 youth division is a haunted place. A book containing gruesome photos of John Does at the Cook County Medical Examiner's Office lies on a counter near the fax machine--"like a horror novel," desk officer Mike Capesius says. Page 5 is all about a young suicide found shot to death behind Lane Technical School, less than a block down the street. In a metal box at the desk officer's station, missing-persons cases are filed two inches deep--about 200 active at any given time. DeBartolo has almost as many as the 30 other youth officers combined.

At roll call the morning of Aug. 21, DeBartolo-- tanned and rested and four pounds heavier after a vacation in Marco Island, Fla.--avoided the coffee cake and settled into a seat by the radiator.

Already his tie was yanked loose. Reaching up, he took a stack of missing-persons cases from the sergeant. The white slips were a litany: runaway teens, lost nursing-home residents--ba-da-bee, ba-da-bop, this-n-that, as DeBartolo says.

One of the slips was scrawled with the name Anthony Dubinski. It caught his eye.

Missing spouses are reported all the time. But this guy had his sister worried.

DeBartolo called the family friend who had reported Dubinski missing but got no answer. He left a message. The next day Dalton called. She was put through to DeBartolo.

Dalton wasn't expecting cops in such a big city to be interested in what she had to say. Why should they when Dalton's own family seemed unconcerned? The sister in Tinley Park had shrugged off Dubinski's apparent disappearance, declining to venture into Chicago looking for him after Dalton called to say she was worried because his line had been disconnected.

Dalton had hung up frustrated after that phone conversation with her sister. But part of her understood. "My brother's 60," Dalton says. "It's not like he's a young teenager missing and the parents are out looking for him."

But when Dalton called DeBartolo, he seemed attentive. He asked if Dalton could send photographs of her brother.

A week later the photos arrived. DeBartolo scanned one into the computer and put it on a flier under the words MISSING PERSON. Taking it off the printer, he stared at the flier as if looking for a clue in the shadowed eyes of the missing man. For a few seconds he was silent.

He ran his thumb over the corner to smooth it.

"This just miiiight work," he said quietly.

DeBartolo is a rare breed. Issues of manpower and privacy conspire to make missing adults a low priority for most police departments, said Ben Ermini, director of the missing children's division for the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children.

"They can be missing if they want to be," says Ermini, a retired cop from Yonkers, N.Y.

In 1990, Congress passed a law requiring police departments to forget customary waiting periods of anywhere from 24 to 72 hours and take immediate action in cases of missing children. The law also required police to enter every case involving a person under 18 years old into the FBI's National Crime Information Center, a computer database accessible to every police department in the country.

"But if your father with Alzheimer's disappears or your kid two days past his 18th birthday turns up missing, you're out of luck," says Kym Pasqualini, president of the National Missing Children's Organization and Center for Missing Adults. Chicago is unique in the way it handles missing-persons cases, she says.

"The initial interviews and preliminary investigation we do is the key," says Sgt. Robert Battalini of Area 3.

DeBartolo jumps on cases. He calls whoever reported the person missing. He calls the person's family. He calls the morgue to see if there are any new John Does. He calls credit card companies and banks to check for activity on the missing person's accounts.

"He's relentless is what he is," Area 3 Youth Officer Robert Hanrahan says. "He finds 'em. One way or another, he finds 'em."

DeBartolo, the story of his career contained in a stack of departmental commendations, might be the best missing-persons investigator the department ever has had, Battalini says.

"John's done a better job than a lot of them that have had it in the past," he says. "He's really good because when he gets these good cases, he focuses in on them. He doesn't worry about the clock. He'll come in on his own time."

DeBartolo does much of his legwork in his cramped office, bouncing his foot on the floor feverishly as he works the phone. The butt of his revolver, its wooden grip grown dull and black after 31 years, jostles against the oxford cloth of his shirt. He taps his pen on the desk.

"You and I are a different breed, ya know?" he tells a Department of Children and Family Services case worker one afternoon as they discuss a missing 17-year-old on the phone. "Some people just don't care."

There is a system to DeBartolo's tenacity: Brains over bravado. Here's a cop who hasn't fired his revolver on the streets in three decades on the job. When it came time to surprise a drug dealer in a heavily fortified apartment one day many years ago, DeBartolo declined a sledgehammer and used his head: He called a friend in Streets and Sanitation to send in trucks as decoys and to turn off water to the building. Then he and partner Ted Kotlarz posed as sewer workers, gaining easy access and preserving crucial evidence, recalls his friend and former supervisor Dave Boggs, now commander in the 24th District.

"Most guys would have gone with the sledgehammer," Boggs says.

In July, DeBartolo found a missing man buried in the debris of the man's burned apartment. The building was boarded up, the basement was dark and only four inches of the man's pants leg showed through the rubble. The body of the man, who had died in the conflagration, had been overlooked by harried firefighters. It lay there for 10 days--and might have lain still longer if not for DeBartolo.

"I was impressed with myself," DeBartolo says, grinning.

In March 1998 a 27-year-old Minnesota man named Trevor Hoheisel came to Chicago to attend the Big Ten basketball tournament and disappeared after leaving a bar on East Illinois Street near the river. DeBartolo drove to the bar and noticed an oscillating security camera out back that provided sweeping views of the riverwalk.

He asked to see the videotapes from the night of Hoheisel's disappearance and noticed something strange: As the camera had panned east to west it caught Hoheisel for a moment standing near the rail. But when it had panned back again seconds later, Hoheisel was gone.

DeBartolo had a hunch. Lake Michigan and its attendant rivers are old nemeses of his. He asked for divers, who found Hoheisel's body caught on a slip below the rail where he had been standing. He had leaned over too far--to rest, maybe, or to be sick? --and had fallen in.

"There's a finality with a homicide case: Someone's dead, it's over, now let's find the bad guy," Battalini says. "But with missings, there's this pressure to find the person. It's hard on the family not knowing. 'Where is he? Is he alive?' "

DeBartolo put in 40 hours of overtime running the search for Brian Welzien, following every lead and listening politely to every psychic, one of whom sat in his cramped office turning the lost man's hairbrush over in her hands.

"He really seemed to take it to heart," Welzien's mother, Stephany, says. "That case was important to me, of course. But he sees a lot of these. It didn't seem to have become routine."

DeBartolo keeps photos of his family tacked above his desk, constant reminders of the job's high stakes. A family man with two college-age children and a 25-year marriage, he leads a dichotomous existence that includes workdays immersed in a kind of eerie ambiguity diametrically opposite his own life. DeBartolo's own college-age son gazed down on him as he worked on the Welzien investigation, a case that bothered him like no other.

"That really worked on me," he says.

In March, Welzien's body washed ashore in Gary and police ruled his death an accidental drowning. For the first time in his career, DeBartolo attended a wake for someone whose case he had worked.

Standing over Welzien's coffin, he wore a dark trench coat and an expression of exhaustion.

Looking for John DeBartolo isn't easy. He feels no need to find himself the way a New Age man might, so he is ill-equipped to help anyone else ferret him out. He is what he is, a city guy from the old neighborhood. Though friendly and talkative, he is not given to introspection.

If there is a road map to DeBartolo's heart it starts in his family's little beige house on the Northwest Side, runs through the Town Hall District and then veers south to the streets where he was born and raised, the oldest of four sons.

DeBartolo and his brothers, Anthony, Albert and Carmine, grew up on the streets of the heavily Italian Near West Side. Their parents had grown up with their friends' parents. Their grandparents had grown up with their friends' grandparents. Summer nights past sunset the grown-ups sat on front porches and watched the children play ball in the narrow streets. When DeBartolo was 7, his father, a Chicago firefighter named Albert, left home. For 15 years, John virtually never saw or heard from his father. But the boy's extended family--a close-knit group including both pairs of grandparents, several cousins and an aunt--buffered him so that he scarcely felt the loss.

Except for two years spent overseas in the Army, DeBartolo held a string of short-lived and relatively unsatisfying jobs after graduating from high school in 1965. City jobs were common in the old, political 1st Ward. DeBartolo wanted one he could depend on no matter who won the next election. He signed the waiting list to be a firefighter. Like his father. He signed the waiting list to be a police officer. Like his cousin.

The Police Department called first. Since graduating from the academy 31 years ago, DeBartolo has worked as a beat cop, a tactical officer and a youth officer. In 1973 he was put on airport detail and met the woman who would be his wife; Gale Kaufman, then an Avis Rent A Car employee at O'Hare International Airport, allowed him to keep his citation booklets at her counter and romance blossomed.

From 1974 to 1982 DeBartolo worked as a beat cop and then a tactical officer in the Town Hall District, where he met Ted Kotlarz. Kotlarz, fresh out of academy, took to calling DeBartolo "Vito." They became partners and best friends and their young and growing families started spending time together.

In 1982, after Kotlarz had left Town Hall for another job in the department, DeBartolo left to begin processing evidence and recovered property for court cases. In February 1988 he was promoted to youth officer at Area 3, where he processed juvenile offenders and worked with kids who had been sexually assaulted or otherwise physically abused.

"I didn't feel comfortable doing it," he says. Many of the children he saw were the same age as his own young son and daughter. He began worrying about his own kids, watching them closely, peering at them out the window as they played in the yard.

"God forbid I didn't see them," he says.

In April 1992 he was detailed to the superintendent's office to serve as driver for then-Supt. Matt Rodriguez. It's a job some cops might see as glamorous. But the hours were too long for a family man. After two years DeBartolo wanted to go back to Area 3. All his friends were there, his history.

In April 1994 DeBartolo asked to become a youth officer again. The lieutenant in Area 3 said, "How would you like to do missing persons?" The officer in that job was retiring. DeBartolo jumped at the chance.

"It seemed to be interesting and seemed to be something I'd like to do," he says.

The hours are good--he typically works 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. each day--but the job can be overwhelming. Since last November, when the Police Department installed an in-house computer system to keep track of such things, the number of white slips that have crossed DeBartolo's desk representing missing persons in Area 3 amounts to about 100 each month. The file of closed cases, in a box under his computer, runs a foot and a half deep, not counting Welzien's. It alone is six inches thick.

For years DeBartolo loved his job like none he'd ever had. Like a man who had found himself. Then someone vanished from his own life.

On Jan. 16, 1999, Ted Kotlarz died of pancreatic cancer. DeBartolo was crushed. Kotlarz's widow, Sharon, and her sister had to talk the grieving DeBartolo away from his friend's coffin when it came time to leave the wake.

That winter, like never before, DeBartolo struggled with a feeling of emptiness and the specter of his own mortality. He missed Kotlarz. Work became work. For the first time he thought seriously of retiring.

"Being a policeman was a little bit of a burden," he says.

Faithfully, he wore the watch Kotlarz gave him on his 50th birthday, wishing that he, in turn, could have given his friend the gift of time.

Last winter, in the midst of investigating Welzien's disappearance, DeBartolo drove to a Northwest Side cemetery for a small, quiet memorial service for Kotlarz.

"He's my missing," DeBartolo says.

In grief, Debartolo and Dubinski share a common bond, but Dubinski apparently allowed his sorrow to get the better of him. DeBartolo, surrounded by a loving family and sustained by his job, has prevailed.

Kotlarz's death, which shook DeBartolo to the core, has, in the end, made him better at his work, Boggs says. He doubts DeBartolo would have gone to Welzien's funeral without first suffering an excruciating loss of his own.

"It just reinforced with John the importance of family and friends," Boggs says. "It reinforced the need to be sensitive with other people."

Says DeBartolo: "You start thinking life's too short, boy, life's too short."

After rushing to the hospital with chest pains on Memorial Day--it was only gas--he decided to make some changes.

"I walked in and weighed myself and I was 257 pounds," says DeBartolo, a round, ruddy-faced man whose girth is a testament to the pasta at Tufano's in the old neighborhood. "I thought, 'My God, I've never been this fat in my entire life.' "

Now, as he stands in a dim office at Dubinski's apartment building, DeBartolo weighs a mere 235.

"Lemme ask you a question," DeBartolo says to building owner Ana Crisan, opening a black binder containing photos of Dubinski. "Is this him?"

Crisan nods.

Making a gesture like drinking from a bottle, DeBartolo says, "Does he, uh. . ."

"No, no," Crisan says emphatically. "Never I have problems with that guy."

She hands DeBartolo a sheet of paper. It's a letter, handwritten. It's from Dubinski.

"George and Ana Crisan," the letter begins. "I am sorry, but I have decided to vacate my apartment. I cannot live here anymore. Too many sad memories. . . . "You have my permission to do whatever you want with the furniture and the rest of my clothes, since I plan to do cross-country traveling."

The letter is signed "Anthony Dubinski, Apt. 204."

DeBartolo puts it in his binder, climbs back in the car and points it toward the office. He drives past a woman with bright orange hair on a scooter. He drives under the roaring "L" tracks over Belmont. He drives past the leather shop where he gets his holster repaired.

After eight days of trying--days of phone tag with the Crisans and long-distance conversations with Terri Dalton--DeBartolo has closed the case. But he has not solved the mystery.

Somewhere out there, perhaps far beyond the heft and grit of the city, is Dubinski--one more closed investigation for John DeBartolo but, in truth, a man no more found than the missing.
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Sunday Magazine cover story
Losing Estelle

A HAUNTED ARTIST, THE WOMAN HE LOVED,
AND A CITY THAT MISPLACED A 3 1/2-TON SCULPTURE

Long before she died, Estelle Horn became a ghost.

It happened gradually, often in the mornings. Milton Horn would sketch or sculpt his wife's likeness as she modeled for him, dreaming up the spectral images while she lived that would haunt him for years after she died. 

She was not a classic beauty, Estelle. Her face was raw-boned and her
features seemed raked to a point like the prow of a ship, all brow and nose
and chin. But those eyes--so hooded and fierce, dark and mysterious.
"The whole love story is all right there in his work," says Paula Ellis, an
artist who befriended and cared for Horn late in his life and who serves as
executor of the Milton and Estelle Horn Fine Arts Trust. "You can feel him
looking at her and her at him."
Of all Horn's pieces--at least 18 are on display in the Chicago area,
mostly bronzes and wood panels that stare out at the world through Estelle's
eyes --the massive bas-relief that hangs just north of the Chicago River on
the west-facing wall of the Columbus Drive Bridge almost certainly has borne
mute witness to the strangest things.
Meant as a representation of the artist's adopted city, "Chicago Rising
From the Lake" depicts a bull, an eagle and the central figure of a woman
--modeled after Estelle, of course --holding a sheaf of wheat while standing
hip-deep in Lake Michigan.
Horn finished "Chicago Rising" in late 1954, and in 1955 it was mounted on
the wall of a parking garage in the Loop, where it hung until the garage was
torn down in 1983. On a bright April day in 1998 it was given a new home on
the bridge at Columbus Avenue. But what happened to it in the intervening
years confounded Horn and raised public awareness of a broader problem: Like a
set of car keys, the 3 1/2-ton sculpture went missing and later turned up in
the weeds outside the city's bridge-repair shop on the South Side.
"Like a goddess in the jungle," says Ellis' husband, Peter, an architect at
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill.
The plight of "Chicago Rising" drew media attention and helped rally public
support behind a Chicago lawyer's push to make officials keep better track of
taxpayer-purchased artwork. Valuable pieces languished in open fields, dank
basements and other nondescript locations throughout Chicago.
"Two years ago we were chasing a painting around for a while and our clues
took us all the way out to the water sheds in the middle of the lake," says
Michael Lash, who oversees the city's public art program for the Department of
Cultural Affairs. "We get rumors all the time and have to check them out. When
you find something, it's kind of like finding an archeological piece."
The tale of one such piece, "Chicago Rising," is a love story and a ghost
story rolled into one, with a subplot of bureaucratic bungling thrown in for
suspense.
On a cold night in 1925, a young architect and plaster caster named Milton
Horn pulled on a short-sleeved shirt because it was all he had, plucked a
wrinkled wool suit off the floor of his apartment and ironed it, then set out
for a party in Manhattan.
There he met a woman, Estelle Oxenhorn, who made him sorry he had brought a
date. Horn took his date home early and returned to spend time with Estelle, a
poised young woman who could speak Russian with him. She was a student of
modern dance, and they talked about the arts.
Horn made sure to keep his jacket on so she couldn't see his short sleeves.
It was a night the artist would remember, later describing it in detail for
family members, including his younger brother, Hyman. Hyman, in turn, would
recount his brother's courtship for a reporter.
In the summer of 1928, after sundown on the Lower East Side, Milton and
Estelle were married in a lavish Jewish wedding that happened to fall on
Milton's birthday. At the reception, Milton and Estelle danced and celebrated
with family and friends, unfazed by the curious discovery that they were
distant cousins whose kinship had been obscured by the politics of
immigration: Milton's father had dropped the "Oxen" from his name to get a
passport out of Russia.
As the years passed, Milton became increasingly dependent on Estelle, for
everything from keeping the books to boiling an egg. "She was his muse, his
publicist," Paula Ellis says. "They acted as one."
In 1949, after Horn had worked for a time as a professor at Olivet College
in Michigan, he and Estelle moved to Chicago. "After visiting Chicago and
getting to know Frank Lloyd Wright, he decided Chicago was the kind of city
that really needed and wanted public works," Ellis says. "Not much was going
on."
Four years later, Horn's vision paid big dividends. Then-Mayor Richard J.
Daley commissioned him to do a sculpture that would be the city's signature
piece, an iconic work that would be as readily identifiable as the Statue of
Liberty. Daley wanted something that would show Chicago's central place in the
Midwest and the world.
The sculpture, for which the city paid the then-considerable sum of $5,000,
was to hang on the north-facing wall of a parking structure under construction
on West Wacker Drive.
"That piece was significant for Milton because it articulated everything he
loved about the city," Paula Ellis says. "He talked about Chicago raising the
sidewalks and changing the direction of the river. He said, 'That wouldn't
happen anywhere else in the country. These are tough people.' "
After getting the city's approval for his design, he cleared everything
from one side of his Lincoln Park studio and set to work building a floating
wall: two large panels that shifted back and forth and that would hold the
enormous weight of the clay. Unlike Jackson Pollock, Horn didn't create his
art flat on the floor; he liked working on a piece of art vertically, as it
was to be viewed by the public.
He erected bamboo poles and suspended tin lamps on them, just above the
wall. He built a scaffold and a ladder. With Estelle he mixed clay in big
aluminum trashcans until they were up to their elbows, then began slinging it
on the wall.
As it dried, the artist would climb toward the ceiling, his broad, flat
thumb stroking and shaping the gray clay, his tools etching it and giving it
texture, his bearded jaw hanging slightly slack.
Sometimes Estelle would stop working and read her husband poems and psalms.
Slowly the piece took shape, revealing the figures of the woman, the bull
and the eagle. According to Horn's vision, three bronze bars would curve
around the front to represent railroad, industry and commerce, as well as the
swell of a globe with Chicago at the center.
Horn rose each morning, drew brush-and-ink sketches of Estelle to limber
up--"Like a pianist, he would do his scales," Peter Ellis says--and went back
to work on his sculpture.
Estelle was no passive model. When it came time to mix the plaster to make
a cast of the clay sculpture, she was right there in it, goop up to her
shoulder blades. She helped Horn slop it on the clay and later remove it in
sections. She also would type letters for Horn: to the construction company,
to the architect, to a foundry in Long Island, N.Y.
Finally, in November 1954, the plaster cast was finished and shipped to the
foundry to be cast in bronze.
"Large relief for parking facility No. 1" was Horn's working title for the
sculpture. He hated coming up with titles for his work, typically resisting
them until the last minute. That time came in the summer of 1955, when the
bronze casting was ready to be shipped back to Chicago on the Erie Railroad.
Horn decided to call the piece "Chicago Rising From the Lake."
"It was," Lash says, "a work of figurative symbolism with strong biblical
references."
For almost 30 years the sculpture hung dwarfed on the parking garage. "It
kind of was a postage stamp on a very large structure," Lash says.
When the garage was torn down in 1983 to make way for a new hotel in the
Loop, Horn was in the hospital with a bleeding ulcer. Without his knowledge,
city workers took his piece down, and it was hauled away to the bridge-repair
shop's iron-working facility at 31st Street and Sacramento Avenue.
"At the time we didn't have an art-storage facility like we do now, so we
don't lose things like we did in that case," Lash says. "We're trying to learn
from our mistakes."
At first the piece was stored in a warehouse just north of 31st Street,
says Willie Crot, a longtime city crane operator and engineer at the bridge
shop who is now retired. Then it was moved outside into a storage area called
the bone yard.
Nobody at the bridge shop knew the history of the mysterious,
165-square-foot thing with the lady and the animals. "I don't think anybody
really thought of it as a piece of art," Crot says. "It was just lying out
there upside down like a soup bowl.
"First the cats got into it, then the dogs ran the cats off, then the
raccoons ran the dogs off."
Portrait of the artist: By most accounts Horn was opinionated and
cantankerous, contrary and reclusive, conceited and abrasive. He viewed
himself as "the 20th Century man, nourished by his art, living in the present
with a responsibility to the future."
But perhaps the best reflection of Horn's personality lay in his
descriptions of others. Jackson Pollock was a no-talent drunkard. Ludwig Mies
van der Rohe was a clown. Alexander Calder? Ha. The man was a toymaker.
"He was full of himself," Peter Ellis says affectionately. "He put down
almost everybody."
There was, roiling free in Horn's speech and demeanor, an abiding
resentment for those whose work did not agree with or validate his own. It
didn't help that Horn's art for a long time received only tepid reviews.
"Milton came out of the Works Progress Administration era, and his pieces
weren't regarded as high art for a while," Lash says.
Howard A. Sulkin, president of the Spertus Institute for Jewish Studies,
says of Horn: "In the history of art in Chicago, he was very important. In the
history of art in the world, he was much smaller."
The Ellises met Horn at a dinner party in 1979 on the Gold Coast. The
artist showed up late, looking rabbinical in a wild gray beard. It didn't take
long for the conversation to turn heated.
"He lambasted everything about modern art," Peter Ellis says, "and then
Paula showed him some of her work.
"He said, 'Where is the work? I don't see it. This isn't art.' "
Offended and outraged, Paula Ellis lashed out verbally at the arrogant old
man. To her dismay, she and her husband later were wrangled into giving Horn a
ride home.
Pulling up to the snowy curb in front of his house and studio on North
Lincoln Avenue, the Ellises reluctantly agreed to accompany Horn inside to
look at a book about Frank Lloyd Wright. Then, mounting the icy stairs of the
townhouse, they stepped unprepared into the secret world of Milton Horn.
"It was like a time warp," Peter Ellis says. "There was this white, hot
museum light on all these pieces of sculpture, while out the window it was
dark. It was an absolutely magical place."
It also was haunted. Estelle had died four years earlier of a ruptured
aneurysm.
Peter and Paula Ellis were the first people he had invited in since Estelle
died, and her ghost was everywhere around them in the sculptures and photos
and drawings that filled the place.
A bust of Estelle sat on the mantel. In the front window sat a charged and
erotic sculpture called "God and Israel," which Horn had created in the throes
of his anguish over Estelle's death.
"He talked of her constantly," Peter Ellis says. "He would talk about his
work and their collaboration, he would talk about how she read him poetry and
psalms while he was sculpting. Almost every time he mentioned her he would
break down and cry, just completely collapse.
"He was close to not wanting to live at all."
Horn brought out cheese and salami and the hours flew until dawn broke
fragile through a snowstorm.
I should have taken her dancing, he said.
By the time "Chicago Rising" went missing in 1983, the Ellises and Horn had
become nearly inseparable. Doggedly, Paula Ellis helped her mentor and
surrogate grandfather look for his lost work, which represented "the loss of
his own self and his demand and reputation," Peter Ellis says.
Ahead lay 14 frustrating years of searching, finding and losing the piece,
then searching, finding and losing it all over again. Nowhere, it seemed, was
there a record of where the sculpture had been taken. If there was, Lash says,
"it was probably in a file somewhere that kept getting pushed aside because it
was an SEP: Someone Else's Problem.
"Not many folks knew what happened to it when it came down off the parking
garage, and those who did know really didn't care."
A year passed and Paula Ellis got no answers. City administrations changed.
Ellis, with Horn in tow, gave up on one mayor, Jane Byrne, and ambushed a new
one, Harold Washington, whom they set upon at his favorite breakfast place in
Hyde Park.
Washington told Ellis and Horn whom to see, but it took them six months to
get an appointment, and the meeting seemed to do no good: No one knew
anything.
Another year went by.
When a public works employee finally called in 1988 to say the piece had
been found outside the bridge shop, Paula Ellis bought Horn his first pair of
sneakers and they rode out to 31st and Sacramento. City employees lined up and
applauded, then removed a tarpaulin to reveal the sculpture.
"Milton and I walked inside," Ellis says. "I stood in her nose. It was an
astounding moment. There was not one chip, not one crack. She was in great
shape."
All that remained was to find the curved bars that went with the piece,
which still were lost, and to find money and a site for mounting the
sculpture. And then more bad luck.
Prospective sites, including the Civic Opera House, fell through. Then
Washington died, leaving Horn and Ellis to deal with yet another
administration.
"Everything came to a screaming halt," she says. "We were nowhere again."
Three or four more years went by. Horn, suffering the effects of a stroke
and consumed with other works, lost his grip on the project. Then, in 1991, he
and Ellis started searching for the piece again, "because we heard from some
other friends in the city that it had been mysteriously moved."
What happened, Crot says, is that the Fire Department and ambulance service
took over what had been the city's iron-working facility, sending the bridge
shop across the street to the south side of 31st. The sculpture was moved
along with the bridge operation.
This time the big bronze piece was laid on old railroad tracks to keep it
off the ground and help protect it from the elements. Ironworkers taking smoke
breaks gazed into the eyes of the thing, wondering what it was.
Seeing the woman, many of the ironworkers thought of sex.
Seeing the bull, 52-year-old John Heredia thought of basketball.
Seeing the wheat and the eagle, foreman George Russell thought of the West.
"First time I saw it, I didn't even know what it was," he says. "But I knew
it was valuable. I knew it was bronze. That's why we always kept it close by
the department."
In March 1995, Pat Matsumoto of Chicago's Department of Cultural Affairs
wrote Lash a memo titled "Milton Horn Sculpture."
"Because of the advanced age and frail health of the artist, &lsqb;people close
to Horn&rsqb; are lobbying to have the piece placed back on public display," she
wrote.
"Does it belong to the city? Why is it in storage and not on display?
"Can it be on display somewhere?"
So many questions, so few answers. Though some people were talking about
displaying the piece again, nobody really knew where it was.
In April 1995, Horn died. He was 88 years old, lonely and desolate. Too
long lost to him were his beloved wife and one of his proudest pieces of work,
a sculpture he had shaped while gazing on Estelle's face.
By the time a firefighter stumbled on "Chicago Rising" in September 1997
and recognized it for what it was, the sculpture was sinking into the ground,
weighted down with hundreds of wooden pallets and filled with dirt, twigs,
broken glass and cigarette butts.
"The piece had been moved just downriver a few hundred yards," Lash says.
"When I first saw the piece, it was sitting on some railroad tracks that had
been abandoned, and it had grass growing through it and critters slithering in
and around it.
"It was, in some ways, a very sad thing to see, and in other ways, it was
still majestic."
The curved bars were nowhere to be found, but Lash and other city officials
went to work looking for a place to mount the piece. "It took us a few months
to get our act together and to get a spot ready for it," he says.
About a year before the sculpture would be remounted and dedicated, a city
crane operator named John Bertucci hauled the piece onto his truck and took it
to a conservator under contract to the city Park District.
The conservator, Andrzej Dajnowski, examined it and found rust, holes and
tears in the metal.
At that point, an attorney named Scott Hodes sat up and took note.
Hodes is a small, restless man with important clients in the art world and
a family history that extends deep into City Hall. His father, Barnet Hodes,
was Mayor Richard J. Daley's first campaign manager and corporation counsel.
The younger Hodes has made a name for himself writing books on artists'
rights and helping found Lawyers for the Creative Arts. In September 1999, he
won a landmark case involving artist Jan Martin and his once-prized steel
sculpture, "Symphony I," which the City of Indianapolis bulldozed as part of
an urban-renewal project. Martin sued the city and was awarded the maximum
$20,000 in statutory damages and $130,000 in legal fees and other expenses.
"I came out like a superstar," says Hodes, who took the case pro bono. "I
won the case and got paid. That was a home run out of the park."
The following month Hodes filed another splashy lawsuit, this time against
the City of Chicago, asking for a full accounting of how the Department of
Cultural Affairs had spent its annual allocation for the city's public arts
program, worth an estimated $400,000. The program had been criticized for a
lack of administrative and fiscal controls, even as officials claimed they
were working to end the chaos.
In 1999 the Chicago Public Schools announced that an inventory of public
works in the system had turned up $20 million worth of paintings. "Like the
Milton Horn piece, they were not regarded as important a couple of years ago,"
Lash says.
The city's lost artworks include a Walter Ufer portrait of Mayor Carter
Harrison; a Laredo Taft monument to the Iroquois Theatre Fire that turned up
in a storage room in the bowels of City Hall; and an anonymous ceramic relief
that was found, along with boxes of spare lightbulbs, in the dark, dank
basement of a fire station.
"Whether or not there are still pieces out there we don't know about, I
can't guarantee you that there aren't," Lash says. In fact, the Ufer painting
never has been found. On the trail of that piece two years ago, Lash followed
clues and rumors that led him all the way out to the Lake Michigan water
sheds. But he came back to shore empty-handed.
In the summer of 1999, Hodes lost patience with the city bureaucracy after
officials didn't comply fully with two public records requests. He filed suit
to ferret out the city's forgotten art treasures, which had found an icon in
Horn's "Chicago Rising."
"As far as illustrating the plight of the artwork and the serious disarray
of the records, the Horn piece really symbolized it," Hodes says.
Last August, Mayor Richard M. Daley's administration quietly proposed
tightening a law that governs how public artwork is purchased and cataloged by
the city, prompting Hodes to drop his freedom of information lawsuit against
the city. The revised ordinance calls for the city's Department of Cultural
Affairs to submit a detailed report to the City Council each year describing
all expenditures of the department's public art program, including a listing
of works purchased from Chicago-area artists.
Hodes, ever wary, made sure the new ordinance required the annual
accounting to list the location of each artwork.
Will the system work better now? Lash thinks so. "Once we find pieces of
artwork now, we do have a much better way of keeping track of them," he says.
Resurrecting "Chicago Rising" from the yard behind the bridge shop cost
$60,000, more than 10 times what the city originally paid for it, and involved
dozens of workers, Lash says.
Bertucci, the shaggy-haired, 44-year-old crane operator, claims he put 100
miles on the piece hauling it around the city to be restored, strengthened and
then mounted on the bridge. Once, on Damen Avenue, the sculpture nearly struck
an overpass when Bertucci swerved to avoid a truck. Another time it nearly hit
a motorcyclist.
Bertucci's first stop was the Park District's South Side plant in Hyde
Park, where Dajnowski used heat, hydraulic car jacks and heavy blocks of wood
from a scaffolding to straighten the warped piece.
The 42-year-old Dajnowski, who began learning about art restoration and
conservation in Poland when he was 15, studied sculpture as a post-graduate at
Harvard University, then went to work for the Smithsonian Institution. He
worked carefully and methodically on "Chicago Rising," though the sculpture
wasn't one he would call great.
"It's too symbolic," says the soft-spoken Dajnowski. "There is a lot he
wants to say in his sculpture, too much of the history of Chicago he tried to
put in just one piece."
Dajnowski finished straightening, patching and restoring the piece in early
1998. Then, in a final ironic twist to the strange odyssey of "Chicago
Rising," Bertucci gathered it up on his crane, put it back on his truck and
took the repaired sculpture from Dajnowski's shop back to the iron-working
facility where it had lain all those years while Ellis and Horn scoured the
city for it.
When it arrived at the city's bridge-repair shop, foreman Russell took a
highlighting marker and drew a yellow band across two weeks in his little
black schedule book, blocking out time for a team of five workers to build a
stainless-steel framework to strengthen the piece before it was remounted.
"It really amazed me big-time after we started working on it," says
Russell. "I was so happy to see it go somewhere."
A team of five ironworkers built and installed the framework, hunching
goggle-eyed over their flame-spitting welding tools.
The piece had come full circle. From the meticulous conservator who
straightened it to the wisecracking crane operator who hauled it to the river
to be remounted, those who resurrected Horn's sculpture had transformed it
into a piece that spoke to the spirit of Chicago in a way the artist never
imagined.
The curved bars still were nowhere to be found. But that didn't seem too
important in light of so much rebirth and redemption.
By the time it was remounted in May 1998, "Chicago Rising" was a piece 73
years in the making, its genesis rooted in Horn's defining moment of
inspiration: his chance introduction to Estelle, one winter night long ago,
when the world was young, there were no ghosts in the clay and the artist
dared not take off his jacket.
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Sunday Magazine
His blood runs coal

Even with a B.S. in business, Phil Walker prefers his black-collar job in the mines

VIRDEN, Ill.


The coal mine in Virden, Ill., is 350 feet straight down, a one-way trip for the careless and the unlucky.

Miner No. 428 has every reason not to go, including a ticket out of the mine that very few others have: a college degree. So why is he here, standing in line to board a hoist that will lower him for the midnight shift?

"It just gets in your blood, I think," Phil Walker says. 

Don't expect a better explanation. Walker, 48, has cleaned up after death, seen his best friend nearly buried alive, watched co-workers succumb to black lung, been laid off three times--once for 6 1/2 years--and last winter barely escaped losing his job a fourth time. On March 14, just 10 days before the mine was to close, Central Illinois Light Co. announced that it would continue purchasing coal from the Crown II Mine--at least for now.

And yet Walker has gone back every time he has been called, with the decision to return proving difficult only once. When Freeman United Coal Mining Co. called him in October 1997, and asked if he wanted his old job back, Walker asked for a couple of days to think about it. And he and his wife, Carlene, sat down to talk.

By then it had been 11 years since Walker had worked at Crown II and 6 1/2 years since he had lost his most recent mining job, at the Monterey No. 2 Mine in Albers. In the meantime Walker had suffered heart problems and undergone quadruple bypass surgery. He had finished work toward a bachelor's degree in business administration, opening up a world of seemingly endless job opportunities. These were all good reasons not to go back into the mines.

But last March, after Crown II received an 11th-hour reprieve, one of those feeling lucky to have a job mining coal on the graveyard shift was a man with a college diploma in his desk drawer and a bottle of emergency heart medicine tucked next to the leftover spaghetti in his lunch box.

- - -

Walker, a short, stocky man with eyeglasses spotted from the hot-spitting metal he cuts with a torch, is the unlikeliest coal miner, a butcher's son who moved to Carlinville when he was 7. Nobody could have said then that coal mining was in his blood; not a single member of his family ever had been a miner of anything. But after Walker graduated from high school, where he served in student government, sang in three plays and aspired to college and a career in business, things changed.

At Lewis & Clark Community College in Godfrey, he found the woman who would become his wife, a tall girl with a big laugh and a good two inches on Walker. ("I fell in love first," he says. "She didn't like short guys.") But he was unable to find his calling, and he became intrigued by the exploits of a friend who had gone to work at Crown II.

"The coal industry was booming," Walker recalls. "It was right after the oil crunch in the early '70s. I thought I could end up as a superintendent in a coal mine."

After earning an associate's degree from Lewis & Clark, Walker enrolled at the University of Illinois and tried to put himself through school doing carpentry work and other odd jobs but dropped out after a year.

In 1979, Walker went to work at Crown II, the 428th miner hired there. "I liked it," he says. "It was exciting, a challenge, a different environment."

But soon the industry changed. "Oil prices came down and the coal industry went boom," Walker says.

Fresh from earning a second associate's degree, this one in coal-mining technology, the father of three was laid off in 1982 when the mine lost a major contract. He was back within 90 days, but four years later he was laid off once again when Crown II became more mechanized in keeping with a nationwide movement in the mining industry to reduce coal-production costs.

Mechanization has changed the face of coal mining, which once drove the economy of southern Illinois. Today mines in Illinois--there are about 20, down from 50 in 1980 and 35 in 1990--employ fewer than 4,700 people after a peak of 18,000 in 1980, said Taylor Pensoneau, president of the Illinois Coal Association. Nationwide the number of mines and miners has plunged since 1923 even as production has increased to more than 1 billion tons a year.

But mechanization is not the only threat to mining jobs, nor is it the greatest. Clean-air laws have had a huge impact, especially in Illinois. The coal mined Downstate is the high-sulfur variety that pollutes the air when burned. While many power plants in Indiana and other nearby states have installed scrubbers and other technology to meet strict federal emissions standards, most in Illinois have not, Pensoneau said. In fact, two-thirds of Illinois coal goes out of state while in-state plants burn mostly low-sulfur Western coal.

Less-optimistic people might call coal mining a dying industry, but here in the small towns of southern Illinois, they keep the faith.

"There's renewed interest in coal because of the California energy crisis and natural gas and oil prices," Pensoneau says. For the first few months of 2001, production statewide was up 15 percent over the same time last year, he says. Some small mines have expanded. And in June, Gov. George Ryan signed a $3.5 billion energy package aimed at rejuvenating the industry.

Through it all, most miners still hope against hope that they'll be called back whenever this filthy, fickle work jilts them yet again. In rural areas it's virtually impossible to find any other work that pays as well; nationally coal miners average between $45,000 to $50,000 a year, according to the National Mining Association.

"I scrounged around trying to make a living," Walker says of being laid off. "Nobody &lsqb;outside the mining industry&rsqb; wanted to hire you because they figured that if you got called back you'd return to the mines."

Having made $12 an hour at Crown II, Walker didn't try to fool prospective employers into believing he would stay in a $4.25-an-hour minimum-wage job if called back to mining.

After nine months Walker finally found work, a summer job with a Carlinville road crew. Then, he landed work mining coal for the Monterey No. 2 Mine in Albers. But he didn't expect it to last.

"The day they trained us they said they were going to have to make changes in the mine no later than 1993 in order to be competitive," Walker says. "I was smart enough to read between the lines. I went home and said, 'Well, dear, we've got four or five years and then I'm going to be laid off again.'

"There were 20 of us hired. Nobody went out and bought a new car."

- - -

As expected, mechanized mining forced layoffs at Monterey in April 1991. Out of work once again, Walker signed on with the maintenance department at Lake Williams Christian Center in Carlinville and soon became a supervisor. Then he went back to college to finish his bachelor's degree in business administration.

For three years Walker worked days and attended classes full time in the evenings at Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville. But the dreams of a coal miner die hard. Even as he studied and worked to make a better life for himself and his family, Walker was doing something strange and incongruous: calling Freeman once a week, regular as clockwork, to see when he might be called back to Crown II.

"By the time I graduated, my boss was afraid of losing me and he offered me a better position in the department," Walker says.

Finally his name crept to the top of the list for rehiring. And, in the fall of 1997, when Freeman called to ask if he wanted his old job back, Walker had a decision to make. He asked for time to think about it, and he and Carlene sat down one night on the couch, hard by the railroad tracks and grain elevators in Carlinville, to weigh their options for the future.

By then Walker had a bachelor's degree and two associate's degrees, and had attended the equivalent of eight years of college. As he and Carlene talked, the clatter of passing trains--some bound north past the mine to Peoria--punctuated their conversation. Walker was excited--"Coal mining had become my love; I was tickled to death to go back," he said. But Carlene, who had driven him to the hospital from church on the night one year earlier when his chest had yanked tight like a knot, was considerably less enthusiastic.

Even for a man with a healthy heart, coal mining is dangerous work. A few years ago, Crown II nearly claimed Walker's best friend and longtime partner on the job, Dan Swift, whom Walker affectionately calls Swifty. The coal, bursting from a crumbling wall, was upon Swifty before he could turn around, knocking off his yellow hard hat and pinning him up to the base of his skull.

"They couldn't see me until the coal dust settled," he says.

Walker helped dig his buddy out, but not all accidents end so well. Since 1976 there have been five fatalities at Crown II. Reporting to work once years ago for the shift that followed a fatal roof fall, Walker had to help clean up the blood of a family man who wouldn't be going home to his wife and daughter.

"It brings you down to what life really is," Walker says.

- - -

In most things Walker isn't much of a risk-taker. He quit smoking 13 years ago when it occurred to him, "You're polluting your lungs enough working in the mine." And he respects the ominous crack and pop of coal breaking loose, and the duller sound of limestone giving up the ghost, recognizing in both the whisper of death and the imperative to drop everything and run.

Yet for all her protestations on that autumn day in 1997, Carlene knew it was futile to try to dissuade her husband from returning to Crown II once again.

"The pay was good," Walker says, "but that's not why I wanted to go back. It was fun. It was a challenge. It was a team effort to get all that coal out. What's nice about it, you got with a group of guys and you became close. It got into my blood early and it didn't matter whether I had a four-year degree or not."

Only about half of coal miners working today have graduated from high school and 5 percent have college degrees, according to John Grasser, spokesman for the National Mining Association, and many of those are of the two-year variety proferred by junior colleges.

Walker, a 15-year veteran of the industry, has put in a total of 11 years at Crown II--though it has taken him 22 to do it. He serves as a mine committeeman, stepping in on behalf of union employees when there's a dispute with management. He works on the belts with Swifty.

With a son on the verge of college, he was relieved when Central Illinois Light officials said March 14 that they had decided to stay with Freeman because of improvements at the mine that ostensibly would cut coal costs.

- - -

A week after it was announced that the mine would stay open and jobs would be saved, Walker stood at the kitchen sink rinsing coal and limestone dust off his lunchbox. He filled a Thermos with hot coffee, then set out for work, stopping on the edge of town to buy a Diet Coke before steering his red pickup truck north out of Carlinville.

"Speak to Me" came on the radio, which Walker keeps tuned to Christian station WIBI out of Carlinville. Then came the song "All Things New."

"Blue skies that take me back to being a child, trees with leaves that turn the colors I love," the coal miner sang alone in the dark. "I'm so thankful for this life that I know, that I am no longer what I was."

Walker's animated face glowed soft in the light of the dashboard. Outside, the ghostly vistas of rural Illinois gave way only now and then to the sleeping towns of Macoupin County that had risen up in protest of Central Illinois Light's plan to end its contract with Freeman.

As the mine goes, so to a large extent go the tiny towns of Carlinville, Nilwood, Girard and Virden.

Girard, a town of 2,100 with one traffic light--the flashing-red kind--appeared to be sleeping as Walker drove through, slowing to 45 miles per hour as he passed the First Baptist Church and a Shell station. The grocery store where many miners and their families spend their money--and which felt the closing of Crown's No. 3 mine several years ago--was closed for the night.

From these sleepy towns and the flat rural landscape from which they rise, Crown II employs 225 people, all but two of them men. It's a place where the weariness and uncertainty of a beleaguered industry can be seen in the eyes of a vanishing breed of coal-smudged men with nicknames such as Camel Butt and Teletubby.

Arriving for another midnight shift, Walker pulled on three shirts, long underwear, thick socks and steel-toed boots that spilled coal dust as he laced them. Then he walked over to where Swifty was sitting, and together they waited for the siren that means it's time to line up for the hoist.

Even now, Dan Swift's 48-year-old back gives him trouble from the day he spent 20 minutes pinned under all that coal. But Swifty says, "I hope to be here until I'm at least 55. Coal mining gets to be a way of life. You get around a bunch of guys and you build up a camaraderie.

"Our lives depend on one another down there."

"Down there" is a place as deep as Lake Michigan, or the Russian submarine Kursk when it became a tomb, and it takes two minutes to get there on the hoist. The hoist is an elevator that looks like a cage. It lowers dozens of men at a time down the cold, dark shaft at the beginning of each shift.

A few minutes before midnight, Walker pulled a metal tag engraved with his employee number off the board marked "Out of the Mine," dropped it in a bin with those to be placed on the board marked "In the Mine," and lined up in the tunnel leading to the shaft.

Then Miner No. 428, his faith in God and Swifty, walked toward the hoist.
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Homefront: An American journal 

Town’s focus on ball, not Sept. 11

In Alabama, terror takes a back seat to the poignancy of a 
cancer-fighting high school football coach and his team's surprise success.

LEIGHTON, Ala.

When it was over, the head coach sagged, and the quarterback wept. And they were on the winning team.

Leading up to that emotional moment were 2 1/2 hours in the life of a Southern town, a one-stoplight place where football is what matters, still and always, and questions of life and death are put on hold Friday nights as the opening kickoff hangs spinning in the lights. 

Here, in a little high school stadium on the edge of nowhere, the America that was thought to be lost Sept. 11 abides. Colbert County High School's tradition-rich football team did not miss a game all season in its march to this quarterfinal match-up with Litchfield in the state playoffs, forging ahead on schedule even as New York burned. 

"It took people's minds off it," Colbert County Principal John Landers said. "Around here, you know, football's king."

Although many prep teams nationwide played scheduled games the first weekend after the attack, Colbert County took the field that Friday under more trying circumstances than most. Days before the attack on New York, beloved coach Jimmy Moore had announced he was sick with cancer, giving folks in this economically depressed area yet another homegrown worry--one that would overshadow the troubles of a faraway big city with which they feel little connection.

"Folks around here got the attitude, 'Look out for No. 1,'" said Melvin Castle, whose son, Colbert County player Tim Castle, weighed 11 pounds at birth and now wears No. 53 stretched across his ample frame. "That's just the way it has been over the years. The South looks out for the South."

The attack Sept. 11 had little effect on Colbert County's players, who practiced as usual that afternoon.

"It didn't change anything," quarterback J. Michael Jones said. The team "was already fighting a battle, with Coach being sick. It just added a little part to that."

Coach's final season

Moore, the most successful active high school coach in Alabama, plans to quit after the season, but his emotionally charged team is doing all it can to delay his retirement by advancing through the playoffs. So it was that the weary coach, his khaki pants hanging on him in folds and his belt cinched to the last hole, was back in the field house last week at packed C.T. Manley Stadium for his team's home game against Litchfield in the quarterfinals.

What happened under the bright lights behind Colbert County High School was pure Southern melodrama, a spectacle in an otherwise dark and lifeless town. And in the middle of it all was Moore, who spends Monday through Thursday each week undergoing cancer treatment in Houston.

Moore, coach for the last 10 years, sat slumped against the field-house wall as his players pulled on their black-and-gold uniforms. Then, not long before his team took the field, he rose and strode slowly into the locker room.

"You guys have done a heckuva job," he told his players. "I wish I coulda been there with you all the way. It's just the adversity we face. You're gonna face hurdles and you just gotta deal with 'em. You just gotta pray on 'em and deal with 'em straight."

Moore took his cap off and rubbed his head, then waved the team to the center of the locker room.

"Let's have a word of prayer," he said quietly.

"Father, watch over this team, keep 'em free of major injuries. Watch over 'em tonight and watch over 'em throughout their lives."

The players erupted, exhorting themselves and each other.

Then, with their cleats clicking on the concrete floor, the players marched out of the locker room and took the field.

This part of Alabama is a hotbed of high school football--"You take Highway 20 through this part of the state and we probably have more state championships than anywhere else," Principal Landers said--and Moore is a legend around here.

Colbert County, with an enrollment of 570, has won six state championships in football, but with the worry and distraction of Moore's illness, this has been something of an off-year. The team lost 39-0 in the only game he missed and was the overwhelming underdog going into the game against undefeated Litchfield.

Like many other Colbert County players, 18-year-old Daniel Newman was thinking of Moore. "We dedicated the season to him," Newman said. "This is for coach Moore."

Compared to the bad news about their coach, the attack on New York seemed distant and irrelevant, Newman said. "We felt for what happened and all, but we knew we had to come out and play our game. Other people had lost their lives, but we were still able to play football. We felt lucky."

Many boys growing up among the cotton fields in this area dream of nothing more than playing for the University of Alabama Crimson Tide.

"Everybody's born and raised with Colbert County football from the time they're 4, 5, 6 years old," quarterback Jones said, smiling. Few outgrow the pull of Indians football, and many return like conquering heroes to watch the games and say hello to Moore.

"He's like a father to most of these children," assistant coach Fritz Vaughn said.

Fueled by emotion Friday night, Moore's team jumped to a 12-0 lead over Litchfield before halftime. The team's wan coach showed no emotion, but the crowd on Colbert County's side of the overflowing stadium stomped and cheered.

"We shouldn't be here," Becky Stoll said of the team's unlikely place in the playoffs, "but we got a coach diagnosed with cancer and once they announced that I think the boys started playing with a lot of heart.

Stoll is the mother of a freckle-faced Colbert County cheerleader named Miranda, who was standing on the sideline in her black-and-gold uniform.

Even though a teacher at Colbert County who is in the Army reserve shipped out after Sept. 11, the war on terror remains an abstract concept here, Stoll said. "Nobody's scared," she said. "Everybody feels kind of safe right here. They don't think a plane will be landing here in the middle of a football field."

Charles Aston, a neutral football fan from Huntsville, attended the game after visiting relatives in the Leighton area for Thanksgiving.

"I think &lsqb;Sept. 11&rsqb; had an effect on everybody," Aston said. "One of my best friends' sisters lives in Manhattan, so it touches people in different ways. And after Sept. 11, you couldn't find a flag down here; there was a shortage at the stores because everybody wanted one.

"But football in Alabama is a release. These people, for two hours all they care about is the team they're pulling for."

Friday night Colbert County fans grew quiet as their team squandered the early lead. On a touchdown with less than a minute to go in regulation, powerful Litchfield pulled even at 12-12 but missed the extra point attempt, sending the game into overtime.

Tears of joy, relief

During the break, Moore huddled with his quarterback. Then the skinny Jones directed Colbert County into the end zone for the winning touchdown and thus into another game this Friday.

"It's all about believing," Moore told his jubilant team in the locker room.

Then he took his grandson by the hand, walked out of the locker room and slumped once again on a bench in the field house.

"I'm sick. I'm worn out," Moore said. "I'm on a tough ride."

Standing outside in his undershirt, Jones hugged well-wishers and accepted congratulations, his smiling face shining with tears under the bright lights of the stadium.
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The homecoming of Pfc. Lynch

For the first time since her dramatic rescue Jessica Lynch returns to her adoring hometown

ELIZABETH, W.Va.


They welcomed Pfc. Jessica Lynch back to the mountains where she grew up with a rousing celebration and a parade through town on Tuesday, but the town was different than when she left, and so was Lynch.

This is how a war hero comes home: transformed forever, to a place that never again will be the same for her. 

"I've read thousands of stories that said when I was captured, I said, 'I'm an American soldier too.' Those stories were right," Lynch said Tuesday afternoon in her first public statement since her capture March 23 by Iraqi forces and subsequent rescue by U.S. troops --an ordeal that made her a symbol of the war. 

"Those were my words. I am an American soldier too."

Lynch, like a homecoming queen in a black beret, returned Tuesday from the Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington. As she faced her adoring public for the first time, she seemed unsure how to respond when her brother, Army Spec. Greg Lynch Jr., rolled her wheelchair onto a dais at Sportsman Park on the banks of the Little Kanawha River--a normally peaceful site now choked with satellite trucks and teeming with members of the news media.

Flanked by family members, she appeared healthy and fit as she read a short statement. But her eyes often were downcast or faraway, and her smile was thin at first.

"For a long time I had no idea so many people knew I was missing," she said. "But I'm beginning to understand, because I've read thousands of cards and letters--many of them from children--that offer messages of faith and hope."

What happened to Lynch in Iraq made her an American hero, but it also placed her at the center of a debate. Did U.S. troops make her rescue from an Iraqi hospital unnecessarily dramatic, and did the Pentagon overstate the risks?

It's a debate Lynch cannot join because she suffered head injuries and cannot recall many of the events in question, according to a doctor who treated her. But Iraqi staffers at the hospital where she was rescued April 1 have said there was no Iraqi military presence and no resistance from medical personnel when U.S. troops stormed the medical facility in the middle of the night and carried her away.

On Tuesday, Lynch thanked her doctors, nurses and physical therapist, then alluded to the debate.

"I am also grateful to several Iraqi citizens who helped save my life while I was in their hospital," she said. "And then a unit of our Special Forces did save my life."

Lynch's 507th Maintenance Company convoy was ambushed March 23 after making a wrong turn near the southern Iraqi city of Nasiriyah. Lynch, a 20-year-old Army supply clerk who had joined the military to get an education and planned to become a kindergarten teacher, received multiple broken bones and other injuries when her Humvee was hit by a rocket-propelled grenade and crashed into another vehicle in the convoy--injuries for which she is undergoing rehabilitation.

Eleven soldiers from the convoy were killed, including the driver of the Humvee, Lori Ann Piestewa. Lynch and five others were taken prisoner.

"I'm happy that some of the soldiers I served with made it home alive. It hurts that some of my company didn't. I miss Lori. She was my best friend. She fought beside me, and it was an honor to have served with her."

Lynch left the hospital Tuesday in an HH 60 L Sikorsky Black Hawk helicopter, landed in Martinsburg, W.Va., to have lunch with family members and departed for her home in Wirt County. Among the handful of people with her on the aircraft were her cousin, 1st Sgt. Dan "Uncle Jake" Little and her nurse, Staff Sgt. Paula Tucker.

At 1:48 p.m., the helicopter flew over the homecoming site, dubbed Camp Jessica, then landed about five minutes away, just outside Elizabeth. Lynch rode into town in a red Mustang convertible in the middle of a motorcade.

"This is the homecoming for all homecomings," Gov. Bob Wise said. Lynch shared the dais with Wise, her mother and father, her younger sister, Brandy, and her brother, Greg, who introduced his younger sister.

"The day I found out Jessica was missing was a heart-struck day. . . . We prayed day in and day out, not knowing what would happen or what we would hear," Greg Lynch said.

"As a child I used to think I was setting an example for Jessica. But today I stand before you and say ... I view her as a role model for myself."

Neither Lynch nor members of her family who flanked her on the dais took questions from reporters, and they did not discuss details of her capture and rescue.

After speaking briefly, Lynch rode on the back of the Mustang through Elizabeth, a town of 1,000 people living in modest clapboard houses.

Lynch waved and smiled to the people of Wirt County, which is the least populous county in West Virginia with a population of 6,000 and is devoid of stoplights.

Then she rode to her parents' home in the nearby unincorporated village of Palestine, population 200. Nestled against a wooded mountainside on Mayberry Run Road, the white-frame home recently underwent a thorough renovation. It is surrounded by dirt and cordoned off by yellow police tape.

"They're going home and they're going to attempt to get some peace and quiet," family spokesman Randy Coleman said.

Before Lynch became famous, a person could ride a bike across the street in Elizabeth without fear of being run over, weeds grew in the gutter along the curb and heroes wore shoulder pads. But this week her hometown in the mountains of West Virginia was clogged with traffic and filled with an excitement that transcended even that of a high school football game.

Signs throughout Wirt County welcomed Lynch. "Prayers for the Lynch family," read the sign at Merrill Chapel, a little cinderblock church on a wooded hillside, where the only sound was the wind as it played in the trees and rustled the faded American flags on the graves of long-dead war veterans in the church cemetery.

Yellow ribbons, some bleached near-white by the sun, had been tied around or fastened on almost everything in the county.

This is a ruggedly beautiful part of the world, with lush, green mountains trimmed in Queen Anne's lace, panoramic valleys and a succession of blind curves to quicken the pulse and take the breath away. Around each was another reminder of Pfc. Lynch.

"Welcome to Elizabeth," one sign read. "Home of Ex-P.O.W. Jessica Lynch." On the front of the courthouse in Elizabeth a sign read, "Jessi is found, praise the Lord." On a barn in Palestine: "Thank you God 4 saving Jessica."

"She's in good spirits," said Coleman, also a spokesman for the West Virginia Department of Military Affairs and Public Safety.

Coleman said Lynch still was recovering from multiple broken bones, including breaks in her left leg, her right foot and her upper right arm.

Lynch's other injuries included a fractured disc in her back and a severe cut on her head, Coleman said.

"She's got a long rehabilitation ahead of her," he said. "She's got a long way to go."

Before Lynch returned home Tuesday, police led bomb-sniffing dogs through the big, white tent under which reporters from more than 250 news organizations were gathering. The state Department of Natural Resources had a man in a boat on the river.

"It's usually real quiet around here," said Nick Busch, 16, a summer intern at the Wirt County Assessor's office. "The biggest thing that happens is the county fair in August."

Then there's the gospel sing and the high school football team's bingo fundraiser, both of which were among the front-page headlines in the Wirt County Journal for July 16.

"News here is, like, ice cream socials," Busch said.

Almost uniformly the townspeople here don't care about the debate over whether U.S. troops made Lynch's rescue from an Iraqi hospital unnecessarily dramatic. They don't care whether the Pentagon overstated the risks.

"It didn't bother us because we never had any doubt in our minds," said Diane Ludwig, executive director of the Little Kanawha Area Development Corporation. "This is a young girl, and she was grievously hurt, and regardless of what happened, we knew she was there doing what she was supposed to do. And we just want her home and to get healed up."

Jane McFee, 79, swept the sidewalk Monday in front of the American Legion hall as her husband, Jack, refilled the soft-drink vending machine there with Orange Slice and Mug Root Beer--50 cents a can.

"The city didn't finish its curb work," McFee said.

"We're so proud of Jessica we don't know what to do. She was so determined to be somebody, but there were no jobs here. This little town doesn't have something for the future for kids like bigger towns. Her brother was in the service. She wanted to go too."

Dustin Wamack, 13, sat at a street corner on his bike, waiting to cross but not seeing the opportunity to do so -- "Too much traffic," he said.

"It's pretty cool to see this town this busy," he added. "It's usually only this busy for football games or something."

Tuesday's event took place near the banks of the Little Kanawha River, a popular means of recreation here. Locals boat, ride Jet Skis and fish on the river. It contains muskie, bass, crappie and white perch.

Lynch, who grew up a tomboy, loves to fish.

"She was just a country kid," said a cousin, Pam Nicolais. "She hunted, went four-wheeling. She really did live a strict life, but she got to do fun things."

Whether this little town can once again stir the imagination of Pfc. Lynch remains to be seen. Tuesday afternoon, under hot, sunny skies filled with buzzing news and state police helicopters, the courthouse clock chimed an hourly countdown to her return and the beginning of a future she almost didn't have.

Then the smallest person at the dais shifted forward in her wheelchair, leaned toward the microphone and said: "Hi. Thank you for being here.

"It's great to be home."
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Rites honor something found in death of student

In tragedy, Brian Welzien belonged not only to his mother, but also to Chicago. 

Many followed his disappearance and death, seeing something of themselves in the young man. 

ELGIN, Ill.


The gravedigger knew too much.

Usually he just knows the name of the person he's burying, sometimes the age. But as Mark Christopherson went about his work under swollen skies Wednesday behind the Apostolic Christian Church in northwest suburban Elgin, he felt strange. 

He felt as if he knew Brian Welzien.

"I was surprised to find out I was the one burying him," said Christopherson, who, at 21, is the same age Welzien was when he died, after disappearing on New Year's Day. His body washed ashore in Gary, Ind., last week--2 1/2 months after Welzien vanished from Chicago's Gold Coast in what police have ruled was an accidental drowning.

Welzien's story galvanized a city, drawing together a cross-section of humanity joined in unlikely alliance by a fragile bond: an affinity for the grieving mother and her only son.

So it was that on Wednesday--the day that the last, melancholy chapter was written in the life of Brian Welzien--his funeral attracted people who hadn't even heard his name until his disappearance became news.

Among the 450 people assembled inside the church on a crisp spring morning were a suburban woman whose father went missing last September while taking an evening walk in Knoxville, Tenn.; a group of women from the New Christian Valley Full Gospel Baptist Church who had made the 1 1/2 hour drive from South Holland; a man who wrote a song about Welzien in hopes of drawing more attention to the case; and a trucker who contributed to the reward money that was offered for information about Welzien.

"It's amazing to see what I've seen," said Don Johnson, a private investigator hired by the family. "At the YMCA, people from all walks of life were handing out fliers. It's unbelievable who all hit the streets."

At Welzien's wake Tuesday night, two veteran Chicago police detectives stood side by side at the coffin wearing long, dark trench coats. For Detective John DeBartolo, a 31-year veteran, it was the first time he had attended a funeral for a case he had worked.

"We just wanted to come up here and pay our respects," said DeBartolo, who has a college-age son of his own. "We thought it was the right thing to do."

Standing with DeBartolo was Sgt. Bob Battalini.

"We got to know Mrs. Welzien," Battalini said.

Stephany Welzien, a slight, quiet woman who has endured the ordeal of losing her son with stoic dignity, was flooded with phone calls, letters and e-mail--from strangers as well as friends and family.

The outpouring was immense, and it started almost immediately after her son vanished early Jan. 1. Brian Welzien disappeared in front of a Gold Coast hotel after celebrating New Year's Eve with friends at a bar in Lincoln Park.

"I read about your tragic story on the Internet and I just want to let you know that my prayers and my family's prayers are with you--even though we are an entire continent away," wrote Sean Walsh of Sydney, Australia, in an e-mail on Feb. 9.

On March 4, from Iowa, came a card from Christine Metzger--a woman who had ridden the school bus with Stephany Welzien when they were girls.

"It's amazing," Welzien said. "I hear from people and wonder how they've heard. People from all over.

"A lot of people identified--had a brother, had a husband, had a son."

After awhile Brian Welzien no longer belonged only to his mother. With news of his disappearance, it seemed the whole world adopted him: "Because it could have happened to anybody," said Keith Schambach, a church friend of Brian Welzien's.

Kate Kaplan, a Gold Coast resident who opened her home to Welzien and her family and friends during their search for Brian, is a mother of twins and carries the haunting memory of two long-unsolved missing-child cases in her native Iowa.

"My heart went out when I heard about Brian," said Kaplan, who missed the funeral only because one of her children was ill. "That happened two blocks from my house."

Those who have helped compose "an interesting, eclectic mix," Kaplan said.

Tim Kellenberger, a member of Apostolic Christian Church, moved his family plot over one space so Brian could be buried beside his parents.

"Stephany didn't know she would need three graves," Kellenberger said.

Wednesday afternoon before the funeral, the sounds of a hymn wafted softly out across the parking lot and into the graveyard where Christopherson lay mats and erected a tent for the graveside service at the hole he had dug the day before.

"O what peace we often forfeit, O what needless pain we bear," an a cappella choir sang as mourners drifted into the church.

Entering the church, Barbara Lascola of Evergreen Park stopped at the guest book.

"I didn't know Brian, yet I felt I did," she wrote. "I, too, have a 20-year-old son."

Outside the chapel, Chip Wilkins stood alone, gulping back emotion. Wilkins, a burly man, never knew Welzien but wrote a song about the case to help keep it in the public eye.

"As long as you don't find something, there's always hope," said Shelia Vojack, whose father, Larry Meyer of Knoxville, has been missing since Sept. 17.

As Vojack took a seat in the church, Stephany Welzien stood huddled with five women who had, said one named Anna Love, taken up the cause of helping her out of the goodness of their hearts. The women had come from the new Christian Valley Full Gospel Baptist Church.

The funeral, which lasted an hour, was a solemn affair rife with scripture, prayer and hymns. Welzien's coffin was covered with a spray of sunflowers, gerber daisies, roses and wildflowers at the front of the church.

"Jan. 1, 2000, was the perfect time in God's plan to take Brian home," pastor Chuck Kellenberger told the packed church.

"Sister Stephany has the world praying for her."

The pallbearers carried the coffin out to the blue hearse. One of them, Nick Young, had been in the group with Welzien on New Year's Eve. Young's jaw was bunched and set, his eyes red.

"Lord, we don't understand, we don't understand, why Brian isn't with us today," said Ed Strahm, a minister at the church.

Ushers sobbed into their handkerchiefs.

Christopherson, the gravedigger, leaned against a van, arms crossed, as the mourners walked past and up the hill on their way back to the church for dinner.

"The wind blew over Lake Michigan and blew the body ashore," Wes Knapp, a church elder, said in the pre-meal prayer.

"The wind could have blown in any direction.

"That's how great thou art."
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God’s soldier works the gang battlefield

Inner-city pastor knows the turf

The dead rest in peace, the preacher who buries them tosses and turns. It is not easy being pastor of an inner-city church in the fading light of the 20th Century. Sometimes you preach with sweaty hands.

Charles W. Lyons is loud even when citing Romans to a church full of Vice Lords at a gang member's funeral. But he makes his strongest statement silently, alone in a cathedral of trees. Jogging along the wooded paths of gang-infested Humboldt Park on Chicago's Northwest Side, the senior pastor at Armitage Baptist Church sends a powerful message: This is his turf too. 

"This is my neighborhood. These are my people. I'm home," Lyons said.

As he runs his 4-mile route on a gray day, a gentle snow covers the landscape. Still, nothing can wipe out the memories.

To his left is the hospital where German Morales was pronounced dead at age 3, shot off his tricycle amid gang crossfire at Christmastime.

Almost two months have passed since German died, and most thoughts of the tragedy have long since been overtaken by day-to-day concerns. But even as such crimes fade from public consciousness, for those on the front lines of urban tragedy--often the communities' ministers--the elements that conspired to create the news are as vivid as ever, as complicated and frustrating.

The story goes on, but this one is not about the Latin Jivers or the Spanish Cobras. It is about an unlikely shepherd and his flock. A conservative, middle-age preacher with a razor-perfect part in his hair fights back. After the shooting, Lyons, 47, organized a vigil and helped survivors raise money to bury German. A Baptist preacher's son who grew up in a virtually all-white blue-collar neighborhood on Chicago's Southwest Side, he speaks hardly any Spanish. But he ministers to a remarkably diverse congregation, mostly black and Hispanic, in a largely Hispanic area. And faithfully they follow.

They pack Armitage, in the 2400 block of North Kedzie Boulevard, every Sunday because Lyons can speak the language of the streets.

"He's from Chicago," said church member Louis Velazquez, 40. "He's kind of got a little strut, a little street in him."

Church member Gloria Barrow, 48, grew up attending all-black churches. "When I first walked through those doors, it was like this rainbow," Barrow said. "Every color imaginable was there."

She did not expect the incongruous figure she saw ministering to the disparate souls in the pews.

"I was looking for this big figure, and here comes this little-bitty white man up into the pulpit, and I'm saying, 'Who is this?' " Barrow said. "But when he opened his mouth, you knew he was God-felt."

Lyons, a quiet father of four given to spy novels and dimly lit rooms, is explosive and unrelenting in the pulpit.

"Don't-give-me-that-jazz-you-love-God-you-don't," he barked at the congregation one Sunday. Scattered amens rose softly into the air.

"If the Lord's definition of love were the same as yours," Lyons said, strutting bantamlike, his hands patting and slicing the air, "I'd say you'd be in b-i-i-i-g trouble. Because he'd see you when you woke up on Monday morning, take one look at you and say, 'I don't love you anymore, the thrill is gone.' "

There was laughter, but Lyons was not about to leave them feeling that good. He shifted gears and stepped toward the congregation, the toes of his shiny oxfords sticking out over the top step of the pulpit.

"I want to say to you today: You. Do. Not. Love. God."

Still: There is much worthy of redemption in this church that Lyons has led for 24 years. There is Velazquez, who said he gave up drugs, alcohol and the streets to join Armitage.

There is Betty Cherry, who cursed Lyons the first time he visited her home.

There is Alice Brandy, German's aunt, who nods quietly as Lyons preaches, whispering, "C'mon, preacher."

There is Jackie Barnes, who sits with her 12-year-old son, Ronald Cherry.

Each morning before Barnes lets Ronald leave for school, beginning a walk that will take him right past the square of sidewalk once dark with German's blood, she huddles with him and his sister in prayer.

"Jesus is with you," she said. "He will protect you. He will keep you safe."

The church, Barnes said, "is a headquarters for hurting."

Once, Lyons was close to giving up. Some days, the phone calls from despairing churchgoers are almost constant--renters about to be evicted, women with alcoholic husbands.

"It happens all the time," said Lyons. "I'll hear a sad story, then the phone will ring and I'm in it."

The world of Charles Lyons is one of piano music and warfare's percussion. He doesn't just preach in the neighborhood, he lives here. Shootings and armed robberies occur just a couple of blocks from his prim little house on North Sawyer Avenue. A runaway car came to rest in the yard below the window that affords his wife the fragile light of a Chicago winter as she gives lessons on the baby grand.

After the Dec. 27 death of German Morales, killed as he rode the tricycle he had been given for Christmas, Lyons took on the gangs as if he were a Vice Lord himself--goading and challenging, railing and chiding, posturing and daring. "The blood of German is on your hands," he raged against the faceless gangs during a sidewalk vigil that drew a horde of reporters and got the preacher so wound up he couldn't get to sleep until after 3 a.m.

"I think the churches in our community need to take the kind of role that Armitage takes," said Ald. Vilma Colom (35th). "(Lyons) took ownership of the problem and helped make a situation better for everyone under all circumstances."

But on a Sunday morning in 1985, as the congregation gathered to wait for him in the old church on North Keeler, Lyons fought to keep from stepping on the gas and punching his little Nissan right past the Pulaski Road exit. Eleven years of ministering to the forgotten had caught up with him on the Kennedy Expressway. He wouldn't stop until he got to Iowa, he thought.

"It was total wipeout. It was burnout," he said. "Urban ministers don't last long. It's like trying to bail out the Pacific Ocean."

Lyons was a long way from his roots. People hung out of windows here, leaning out over the streets in their leisure hours. Why? Where he grew up on the Southwest Side, all heads and arms stayed safely inside the prim bungalows as if they were speeding train cars. When Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. marched through, some who lived in the heavily Roman Catholic neighborhood threw bricks at the nuns who accompanied him.

Lyons attended an all-white high school but was not allowed to insulate himself. His father, Vernon Lyons--pastor at all-white Ashburn Baptist Church--made a point of occasionally taking his family to services elsewhere. The elder Lyons was particularly fond of the First Church of Deliverance at 43rd Street and Wabash Avenue.

"We went down there and had exposure to another world," Lyons said. He decided early to follow in the footsteps of his father. In the late 1960s, as the city seethed with racial tension, a slightly built white boy from 83rd Street stood handing out gospel tracts in front of a rescue mission at 45th and State Streets--and there learned to transcend racial, cultural and political differences.

In the heart of that predominantly black neighborhood, Lyons and his brother, Sam, endured threats but never violence.

"We always felt the safest place to be was where God wants you to be, and you could be safer at 45th and State than at home in bed," said Sam Lyons, director of Christian education for his father's church.

It was Charles, the quiet brother, who tracked down all the openings for singing acts and gospel preachers. And it was Charles who led their gospel group, singing lead sometimes, preaching sometimes, playing a little piano.

But it also was Charles who strayed, taking to the streets, hanging with a tough crowd. That's when he first fell under the spell of the inner-city. "It was pretty romanticized," he said. "Another world. Exciting. Different. Enticing."

But years later, as Lyons drove to the Sunday service at Armitage that day in 1985, the inner-city had lost all appeal.

Somehow, Lyons took the right exit, showed up at church and preached that morning. But emotionally he was spent. He took four Sundays off, went to Phoenix with his wife, Georgia, and returned. "I love to be in the pulpit," he said. "And the sense of coming back to build and pastor this dynamic congregation in the center of the city was again the driving force in my life."

Lyons started at Armitage in 1974, when members of a dying, 25-person congregation called on him to be their first full-time pastor. He earned $55 a week.

Then, in a yellow building several blocks away on an embattled stretch of Washtenaw, the congregation was made up mostly of transplanted Southerners from the hills of eastern Tennessee and Kentucky who had come north looking for work. The neighborhood has changed dramatically over the years, but the church has remained a stabilizing refuge.

"It says a great deal about a church that, in a time of crisis, people didn't turn to a political figure. They didn't turn to a civic leader. They turned to this," said Rev. Stan Davis, executive director of the National Conference of Christians and Jews in Chicago.

It is a place where redemption is dramatic and the challenge to rise above circumstance is enough to consume the weak of heart.

"All the worst stories are in those pews on Sunday," Lyons said.

At a typical service, Lyons' olive-green suit strains at the seams to accommodate his gyrations as he tries to reach everybody.

Sometimes Georgia Lyons cringes in her seat, thinks, "Oh, Charles, can't you be a little more soothing?" Her high school sweetheart has mellowed a little. But occasionally a churchgoer still will walk out in the middle of a service.

"That's the stupidest sermon I've ever heard," a man told Lyons one Sunday. Demonstrators have shown up on the front step. And three members of Chicago's gay and lesbian community filed complaints with the city's Commission on Human Relations after a confrontation at the church's Easter service in 1992.

"He's not afraid for people to come against him," Georgia said. "I wish he was."

Those who filed complaints claimed they were ejected from a church service because they are homosexual. Lyons said they were removed because they tried to be disruptive. Six months later, the city dismissed all three complaints for lack of evidence.

In pockets of Chicago's Northwest Side, all that separates rival gangs are streets. But the only boundary that matters to Lyons is that between heaven and hell.

As the first morning service bled into the second one recent Sunday, Lyons began to clap. "I will celebrate," he sang along, smiling. Then suddenly he stopped, and, turning his back to the congregation, picked up the receiver to the white intercom at the back of the pulpit.

"Quit seating people in the back rows first," Lyons told the head usher. "I don't want my message interrupted by people coming in late to the front."

Less than a year after he returned from his short sabbatical in early 1986, Lyons preached at the funeral of a 15-year-old gang member who had shot himself while cleaning his gun. Before the funeral, the young man's girlfriend sobbed over his body so long that her tears washed away the makeup applied to hide the bullet hole.

During the funeral, gang members fidgeted in the pews, staring back at Lyons with hostile disinterest.

"I'm feeling awkward because I realize I'm speaking into another world," he said. "And yet I know the message I have is the one they need."

At the cemetery, as snow fell on gravestones and a bitter wind blew through naked trees, five men surrounded a sixth and began beating him before the coffin could be hauled out of the hearse.

Lyons jumped in.

"Don't do this," he said.

The beating stopped, but there was grumbling.

"We'll take this back to the 'hood," one man muttered.

Lyons exploded.

"Take it back to the 'hood?" he said. "You'll be right back here."

On Lyons' turf, the shady, quiet streets are deceptively cruel. One Sunday afternoon, Lyons shined his shoes for the evening service, pressed his pants and turned on the news to discover that a 3-year-old boy had been shot to death while riding his tricycle on the sidewalk.

"Whooaa," the preacher whispered. "I know that block."

Half an hour later, the phone rang.

"That baby that got shot is my nephew," Alice Brandy said. "Can you come to the hospital?"
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Homefront: An American journal 

‘End of the road’ gets taste of fear

Citing anthrax, proprietor plans to shut post office

POLEBRIDGE, Mont.


The letter wasn't a scare, really. In fact, Tom Sluiter laughed when he opened the envelope full of baby powder. His 88-year-old mother in eastern Montana had sent it as a joke, with a wobbly, handwritten note that read, "Here's some anthrax - handle it carefully. Ha ha."

But at least one person in this tiny wilderness town is taking the threat of terrorism seriously. 

Dan Kaufman, a soft-spoken man with a graying beard, is kicking Polebridge's only post office out of his store because of fear engendered by the faraway terrorist attacks of Sept. 11 and subsequent mailings of anthrax in other parts of the country. Kaufman, who lives above the historic post office with his wife, Deb, and their 7-year-old son, is afraid of what the U.S. Postal Service and a contract with the federal government might bring to his door. 

"It wasn't, 'The sky is falling,'" he said. "It's just that, if we're going to fight a battle, I don't want it to be at the bottom of the stairs."

If the Postal Service doesn't find another home here by Dec. 11--an increasingly likely prospect--Deb Kaufman will stamp one final letter with a Polebridge postmark and the post office will close after 100 years, most of them in the 85-year-old Polebridge Mercantile.

Dan Kaufman's decision does not sit well with the people of Polebridge. Across the nation, residents are trying to balance fear against convenience, trying to decide what amenities they will sacrifice in the name of safety and security. But here, in a town one resident describes as "the end of the road," it strikes people as a little odd.

"I don't know of anybody concerned about &lsqb;anthrax&rsqb; here," said Sluiter, 62, a retired college professor who lives in a log cabin with a breathtaking view of snowcapped mountain peaks.

"I was pretty incredulous that someone thought anyone would send anthrax to Polebridge, Mont.," said Becky Hardey, the contract postal carrier who for 20 years has bounced up Montana Highway 486 every Tuesday and Friday with the mail. "Half the ZIP code books don't even list this place."

For the record, the ZIP code here is 59928. The population is a few digits smaller, even in summer when the tourists descend on neighboring Glacier National Park.

The big worry: Bears

Year-round, Polebridge is home to fewer than a dozen people, hardy souls who worry mostly about grizzly bears, mountain lions and forest fires. Many are retired. Some are artists. Others are tanners.

There is no cell phone service, and nobody has home phones. They use the pay phones in front of the store.

There is no electricity, either. The power lines stop 20 miles back down the road, a rutted and pockmarked strip of gravel and dirt that tenuously connects Polebridge to the nearest town, 35 miles to the south.

Canada is 22 miles to the north. But the border has been closed since a flood washed out the road several years ago.

Nobody here likes the thought of losing the post office, one of the smallest in the country.

"This is my lifeline to the outside," said 58-year-old John Frederick, on one of his twice-weekly trips to the Mercantile to pick up the mail and visit his friends.

"I heard someone say the post office is the soul of the Mercantile," said Frederick, a hostel owner who for 20 years has held P.O. Box 1, near the fishing lures and canned corn. "It's kind of a social thing, an institution."

Some here suspect that once their gathering place loses its most reliable draw, the town will suffer and perhaps even die.

"It'll just about be a nail in the coffin," said 81-year-old Ivan Windsheimer.

The reliable Hardey, a small woman with short, salt-and-pepper hair, arrived at 10:45 a.m. last Tuesday, dragging two canvas bags out of the back of her Toyota sport-utility vehicle and slinging them over her back like Santa Claus.

One bag held Windsheimer's military pension check, a delivery that made him smile. But Hardey brought something ominous too: a flier for the Kaufmans from the U.S. Postal Service that carried the headline "Increase Awareness of Possibility of Harmful Biological Agents at Collection and Retail Acceptance Points."

Wife is dubious

Deb Kaufman, who is the postmaster, scoffed. She doesn't share her husband's concern. Nor does 24-year-old Andy Blanco, who works at the Mercantile.

"I don't think it would happen that someone would send something here," he said. "It's just too low-key."

During the summer and fall, Polebridge comes together in front of the Mercantile, on the wood-plank landing where Deb Kaufman has seen an occasional bold grizzly. In winter the community gathers at a big round table inside the store to open the mail and catch up on the latest news. A regulator clock ticks off the seconds even though time seems to stand still.

The boxy red Mercantile is one of two buildings in town, not counting the outhouse, and is on the National Register of Historic Places. It has hardwood floors, dusty merchandise and a small room in the middle with log walls and a window with the word "POLEBRIDGE" over it. This is where Deb Kaufman sorts the mail. She doesn't use tongs or gloves or a face mask. She doesn't wear a spacesuit.

There are some in the area who admit to being wary.

"I think everybody's concerned everywhere," said Jack Potter, a veteran park ranger who visited last week. "Who knows who's mailing things? I don't see how not to be concerned."

But in the main, Polebridge is a trusting town. Peter Moore keeps the door to his post office box ajar because he can never remember the combination.

"I worry about lions, not people," Deb Kaufman said.

Frederick smirked at the thought of terrorists targeting a town in the Montana wilderness.

"Only one man is worried," he said.

Dan Kaufman knows what people are saying, and he regrets the inconvenience his decision will cause. But he makes no apologies for putting his family's safety first.

"I don't think some people take it seriously," he said. "But our mail isn't quarantined, and my wife picks it up and puts it in the boxes. My gut feelings overruled my thought process."

An uneasy feeling

After the World Trade Center towers collapsed, Kaufman, who was flying home from Alaska, had a premonition. He soon decided the $3,000 a year that the U.S. Postal Service pays him to house a post office in his store wasn't worth it anymore.

"The anthrax thing was just kind of the last straw," said Kaufman's oldest son, Ben, a fifth-generation baker. "We had been wanting to be able to get away in the summers. My parents hadn't had a day off in five years. And then when my dad got scared about the anthrax, that decided it for us."

Whether anybody else will come to the rescue and offer the post office a new home is uncertain, but some residents already are nailing their own mailboxes to posts at the ends of their driveways.

Without a post office, Polebridge would keep its ZIP code, Hardey said. But those five digits might serve only as an epitaph.

"Places like this are hard to find anymore," she said as the Mercantile buzzed with townspeople picking up their mail.

Chicago Tribune, Monday, November 26, 2001

Homefront: An American journal 

Anti-terror work revitalizes Los Alamos

Weapons lab staff pushing mission ‘against bad guys’

LOS ALAMOS, N.M.



This is a place where the mundane and the unthinkable are hopelessly tangled, where scientists who get $10 haircuts at lunchtime design devastating weapons in the afternoon, and men spending retirement in the craggy mountains remember working on the Manhattan Project.

Los Alamos National Laboratory, birthplace of the atomic bomb, still gives some around here the creeps. But in a twist brought about by the specter of terrorism, many workers in the mysterious, low-slung buildings and metal trailers are working overtime trying to undo the lab’s legacy – to save the world from weapons of mass destruction. And the nuclear age that Los Alamos helped usher in nearly 60 years ago occasionally comes back to haunt employees such as Terry Hawkins, whose job sometimes requires him to imagine what alleged terror mastermind Osama bin Laden might do next. 

"We sit around and think of these very bad things, and we dare not tell anybody," said Hawkins, director of the Non-proliferation and International Security division at the lab. 

"It's quite a burden to live in that world."

New relevance, urgency

What happened Sept. 11 has altered the tenor and rhythm of days at Los Alamos, reinvigorating a symbol from history books that many Americans might have ceased to consider or might think of only as that ominous place where scientists dream up dark technology. Even veteran scientists, engineers and technicians at Los Alamos say they feel rejuvenated by the stepped-up relevance and urgency of their jobs, a feeling recently fueled by bin Laden's claim to have devastating weapons of his own.

"We know our mission now has a renewed sense of urgency," said Gil Garduno, 30, a nuclear-weapons engineer who wears jeans and hiking boots to work. "It brings it back to life how important it is."

Hawkins said, "I think all our people generally understand that we're in a race against the bad guys."

In addition to Hawkins' division, where hundreds of employees work to detect, deter and defuse everything from nuclear to cyberterrorism, Los Alamos houses the world's most comprehensive anthrax database--one that has 1,200 strains, according to Peter Lyons, science adviser for Sen. Pete Domenici (R-N.M.).

The lab also has computers that can simulate and predict the effects of a terrorist attack on the nation's infrastructure. The program stands to get an extra $20 million from the new anti-terrorism act.

While none of these programs is new--the labs have long been involved in more than nuclear research, building databases on everything from AIDS to the flu--many have been accelerated, emphasized or redirected since Sept. 11.

The lab wants to build a research unit where scientists would work with live infectious agents such as plague, anthrax and tuberculosis, a proposal that has been received less than enthusiastically by those who think it is enough to have plutonium in their back yard.

The new, more secure unit would be the only such lab in the Department of Energy's complex and could give Los Alamos an even bigger role in the nation's burgeoning fight against bioterrorism.

"Maybe with all this there will be more money flowing into Los Alamos," said Ernest Lujan, whose barbershop Los Alamos employees flood at lunchtime.

So far the benefit to Los Alamos has been an increase in morale. Workers throughout the lab have come to view old jobs in a new light and to attack them with new energy.

'They really buckle down'

Hawkins works with U.S. intelligence to develop, redirect and expedite technology that might help save lives. Since Sept. 11 he often is at the lab from 7 a.m. to 6 p.m., and then takes work home that he must keep secret even from his wife. He often works weekends.

"People in this division are working longer hours under higher pressure," said Juan Baldonado, a veteran mechanical technician in space sciences, which among other things has developed surveillance satellites. "People who work at the lab really like their jobs, and when there's a real need for something like this, they really buckle down.

"It's about like the military: Hey, we have a real purpose now."

The emerging image of Los Alamos as a valuable asset in the war on terrorism has failed to impress detractors, who hold the lab in contempt because of how much federal money it gets and what it is perceived to represent.

"I would say the people here are quite a bit less swept up in the vicissitudes of the moment than you might expect," said Greg Mello, head of the Los Alamos Study Group and a frequent critic of the lab.

"I think there is a little more acceptance of things military probably right now," he said. "But there's really quite a bit of skepticism about the political uses of Sept. 11. And there's a lot less to the lab's touted accomplishments than meets the eye. It's been hard to recruit good people to make weapons of mass destruction for a long time."

The uneasy relationship northern New Mexicans have with the lab began in the early 1940s, when a top-secret collaboration of some of science's brightest minds led to the development of the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan, in 1945 and gave birth to the town of Los Alamos.

Even today Los Alamos is home to one of the highest concentrations of PhDs on the planet, scientists who not only developed atomic weaponry but also have in recent years pioneered research into AIDS, genetics and other fields. The complex covers some 43 square miles and employs roughly 7,000 researchers and support personnel.

The city itself has a population of about 11,000 people, most of whom work for the national laboratory or for businesses that directly support the facility.

On the outskirts, in a house with a breathtaking view of the Rio Grande cutting through a mountain canyon, lives 81-year-old vintner John Balagna, a retired chemist who worked on the Manhattan Project and who now makes a wine he labels "La Bomba."

"We had a lot of smart people here during World War II," Balagna said. "In two years we went from nothing to nuclear weapons. But there weren't any secrets; it was just fact. Anyone with scientific knowledge and smarts was going to figure it out eventually."

Familiar feeling

Betty Lou Stein, 76, remembers the fear of moving to Los Alamos in 1948, when her husband joined the lab's security team. "My mother was frantic," she said. "She told me, 'My God, you're living on top of a time bomb.'"

Almost 60 years later, Stein is ill at ease once again over living in Los Alamos.

"We're upset because of what happened Sept. 11," she said. "We don't know that Los Alamos won't be a target. The day the attack happened, I said to my husband, 'Oh my God, are we going to get it?'"

At Ernie's Barber Shop, the mood has mellowed since the attacks, and the Los Alamos employees who keep the chairs warm at lunchtime are taking the threat of terrorism in stride.

"I'm noticing more of a presence of guards at in the lab, but I don't think anybody is really fearful that Los Alamos will be a target," Garduno said, taking a mirror from Lujan to check his haircut.

"Looks good, thanks," Garduno told the barber.

Then he headed back to work at the lab.
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Stylish woman goes in style

Time for funeral homes’ hairdresser to undergo work of her own stylists

Margaret E. Eipper-Price got her hair done this weekend, with an old-fashioned curling iron for a lasting hold. Eternity is a long time.

Almost 50 years after Eipper-Price founded a hairdressing service exclusively for the dead, the hour had arrived for her to come under the care of one of her own stylists. 

Annette Saporito, an employee of Price Service Limited for more than 25 years, walked into Tower Home for Funerals Saturday morning and went to work on the boss with an old-style curling iron--the cordless kind heated in an oven or hotbox.

"It's quicker than those modern things," Saporito said.

"And it holds better, too," said Dolores Bolin, who recently retired as office manager at Price.

After Saporito finished, Marge Eipper-Price lay crowned by a billowy cloud of hair for the more than 35 friends, family members and business associates who gathered in Parlor A at the Tower Home for her funeral Monday.

Saporito might be among the best, if least known, stylists around. You're dead if she does your hair. She and the three other hairdressers at Price make as many as 300 calls a month, said Kay L. Fagg-Price, who runs the business her mother started.

While some individual hairdressers also serve funeral homes, Price is the only business in the Chicago area with a team of stylists dedicated to that task.

Regardless of social standing, every Chicago-area woman stands a good chance of getting her last hairdo from a Price stylist. On a busy day, Saporito serves as many as seven clients.

Although she is the last to run her fingers through hair once tousled by lovers and wind, hers is an overlooked job.

"We're back-room," Fagg-Price said. "Nobody ever thinks of us or thanks us. The undertakers get all the credit."

Price, a mother-daughter venture from the start, has sent stylists into hundreds of funeral homes in the 50 years since Eipper-Price founded the business.

The number served is too staggering to consider, except for this: "I think McDonald's has us beat," Fagg-Price said with a smile.

Fagg-Price deserves much of the credit for building the business, said her son, Donald Edwards, funeral director at Tower. But the woman lying in Parlor A Monday made it all possible.

"She was a self-made woman," Fagg-Price said.

Eipper-Price, a coal miner's daughter from Clinton, Ind., grew up fascinated with the idea of being a hairdresser, her daughter said.

According to family lore, when she was only 12, she styled her friends' hair in her mother's kitchen. "She always liked to dress up," Fagg-Price said.

Chicago undertaker Jerry Sullivan, who attended the funeral, remembered meeting the woman when he was 12 and his family lived over a funeral home.

Eipper-Price was a kind woman, always stopping to talk--even to little boys. "She was always dressed to the nines," he said, "always wearing spiked high heels."

When Saporito entered Tower funeral home Saturday morning, motorists and passersby on Joliet Avenue in Lyons could not have guessed that the brown-haired woman walking into the funeral home was a hairdresser to the dead.

Usually Saporito doesn't know much about her clients. "You try to follow the picture as closely as possible." But in this case, no photograph was needed.

And as she got down to work, Saporito remembered Christmas parties and baking pies and talks in the kitchen.

Some of the same memories lingered in her head Monday as she rose to leave the services early. The bagpipes had not yet begun to play.

"I got to go to work now," Saporito said. And then she drove off toward another funeral home.
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A vacancy, and a void, on Main Street

Woolworth’s move closes chapter on five-and-dimes

The letter, wilted from heat, lay near a stack of coffee filters behind the lunch counter at the F.W. Woolworth store in Hyde Park. Though transparent with grease in spots, the message was clear:

"Dear Woolworth Associate: It is with regret that I inform you that F.W. Woolworth is closing its United States general merchandise stores." 

Eating at the counter, Syrelle Norton of Hyde Park savored a hamburger and memories. Like many other longtime Woolworth customers Thursday, she mourned the passing of an American institution.

"I'm not too happy," she said quietly.

Though it was business as usual at Woolworth's 22 Chicago-area stores, a pall hung over the Cheerful clothes hangers, Mead notebooks, spools of thread and dying plants. With an expiration date of May 21, 1998, the Rice Krispies on the shelf in Hyde Park have longer than the store itself.

Woolworth Corp. announced Thursday it would shutter all its 400 remaining five-and-dime stores nationwide and lay off 9,200 workers.

The dime-store era was over. The windows of the Loop store at 18 N. State St. reflected a world passing it by. Businessmen in Italian loafers scuffed past on the sidewalk while, across the street, construction crews built an Old Navy store that will sell stylish clothes but not a single piece of gerbil food.

But the death of what was once Main Street's general store signals the passing from the American landscape of more than a retail pioneer. Woolworth's represented a way of life in America, one in which a spool of thread sometimes shared shelf space with a plastic kazoo.

America's store for 117 years, Woolworth's was a great melting pot. Its stores on State Street still hold a diverse group each day at lunchtime, when businessmen in silk suits rub elbows with bag ladies.

In the 1960s, a Woolworth store in the Deep South even figured in some civil rights marches.

"It's definitely a piece of Americana," said Annette Shelstad, a distributor for World Book Encyclopedia in northern Illinois and Wisconsin, as she stood at her post Thursday in the store at 18 N. State.

"It's all the stuff you remember from when you were a kid. It has a lunch counter. How many places have a lunch counter? You feel like you've stepped back in time a little."

Leonard L. Berry, director of the center for retail studies at Texas A&M University, agreed. "But," he said, "walking back in time isn't salable."

"I look at the death of Woolworth's as inevitable," Berry said, "like the death of a human being. But the Woolworth's story isn't tragic. It lived to a ripe old age."

So ripe, in fact, that the stores had a distinctive odor, said Louis W. Stern, professor of marketing at the J.L. Kellogg Graduate School of Management at Northwestern University in Evanston.

"You could walk into a Woolworth's blindfolded, and if you sniffed the air, you could immediately tell you were in a Woolworth's," Stern said. "There's a distinctive smell that articulates the fact that it was known to us. It's been part of our lives. But it's like looking at one's dead great-grandparent in a casket."

For some of Woolworth's many longtime employees, the analogy of a death in the family was appropriate. Some have worked in the company for years, in some cases for decades. Those who only have a short association with the store took it hard, too--but for different reasons.

Norman P. Chandler, 27, of Hyde Park, took a break from stocking the shelves Thursday and sat on a box of Mead notebooks reading the letter informing employees of the news.

"It was kind of financially upsetting," he said, "because right now, the job search is hard unless you have been to school. I feel kind of hurt, to be honest."

The closing of a Woolworth's hits especially hard in neighborhoods such as Hyde Park, which possess neither the glitzy specialty shops of downtown nor the sparkling new Wal-Marts of the suburbs--and isn't even particularly close to any of them.

"Not everyone can go out to the suburban malls," Norton said.

Many shoppers walk to the Hyde Park store. "This is just kind of a local store," Norton said. "If you need something, you can get things here you can't find anywhere else."

Some customers come for essentials; others come to sit at the lunch counter and be a part of the world.

"I kinda depend on it," said Claude Span, who sat drinking a cup of coffee and reading the paper. "I'm a bachelor, so I don't cook. I come every morning for breakfast, and I see a lot of friends here. It's a social gathering, so to speak."

The Woolworth store in a shopping center on East 55th Street sits directly across the sidewalk from a bustling food co-op and fills the same basic needs at similarly low prices.

"In communities such as inner-city neighborhoods and low-income communities where Woolworth's was the only game in town, it is a particularly sad event for their store to close," Berry said.

Although the store was not crowded, a steady stream of people filed in and out of the Hyde Park store Thursday. Ebony Coward, 25, bought a journal in which to write, and Bertha Brown, 75, bought tape and brown paper for wrapping a package.

"At Marshall Field's, you can't buy thread or buttons," Norton said.

Norton and friends Alice Rubovits and Esther Rosen were headed to the co-op after eating lunch at Woolworth's. After hearing Thursday that the store would close, the women had decided during a morning phone conversation to make a point of visiting the lunch counter that day.

Rubovits ordered the patty melt, but she, Rosen and Norton had really come for a taste of yesteryear.

"It's the end of an era," Rubovits said.

Norton savored memories along with her hamburger. She once bought her son, Jonathan, a goldfish in the store on South State Street. "He lived for eight years," she said, smiling and shaking her head in amazement.

In a way, Woolworth's, too, has lived longer than anyone expected. "The variety store is a dodo bird," Stern said.

Woolworth's stores had undergone a transformation in recent years, carrying less and echoing more. "At Christmas time I used to come in to buy gifts--scarf-and-glove sets. They didn't have that this year," Norton said.

Employees say they felt the end coming. Waitresses behind the lunch counter at the Hyde Park store had to scurry to serve everyone at noon now that staffing levels aren't what they used to be.

The one-page letter employees received this week ended with this: "We deeply regret the impact of this decision on our associates during this difficult transition."

Berry said he feels saddened by the loss of a store full of childhood memories. But he and Stern were matter-of-fact.

"It's an era, and it's gone," Stern said. "We have to move on."
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Memorial Day opens wounds

Army Cpl. Greg Sanders Army Cpl. Greg Sanders’ mother has a broken heart


The unlucky ones came back like this, in a gleaming hearse, to a weeping mother, toward a place beneath an old oak tree.

It was 3 a.m. when the grim little processional carrying Army Cpl. Greg Sanders home one last time rode into Hobart, Ind., on April 7, turned onto California Street and stopped in front of his mother's house. 

Leslie Sanders stood on the front porch weeping quietly, seeing her son's coffin in the idling black hearse but taking not one step toward it, the sleeping town quiet and her alone in her sorrow save for a few sobbing family members standing in the front yard.

This holiday weekend, which brings a Memorial Day emotionally rawer than most because it falls so soon after war, Sanders will have plenty of company as all of America stands with her in honoring her son, killed by a sniper's bullet in Iraq. 

But the public pageantry of the holiday, an annual rite that usually is the province of the long dead rather than those whose graves are too new to bear grass or headstones, will do little to ease the lonesome, private ache of those who lost someone recently.

"He's a hero to everybody else, but he's still my child," Sanders said.

Jim Frazier, whose son Staff Sgt. Jacob L. Frazier of St. Charles, was killed in Afghanistan in March, said: "There's that never-ness. You never get to see them again, you never get to touch them, you never get to hug them.

"Time only blunts the pain."

Like most families that lost a loved one in Iraq or Afghanistan, the Fraziers were busy this weekend with public obligations.

They were in Chicago on Saturday for the parade and laying of the wreaths.

Then, on Monday, they'll be at Abraham Lincoln National Cemetery in Elwood for the annual Memorial Day service.

Jacob Frazier, laid to rest in Lincoln's Section 1, is the only veteran out of more than 6,000 buried at the 3 1/2-year-old cemetery who was killed in action--though some memorials honor World War II soldiers who were killed in the line of duty but whose bodies never were recovered.

But this Memorial Day will hold little extra grief compared with some other holidays to come, Jim Frazier said last week.

"This is Memorial Day," he said. "Our son is included with tens of thousands who have lost their lives over a long period of time. In the next couple of days, and these are not very appropriate words, but they are all lumped together. You can separate &lsqb;yourself&rsqb; from that. But you can't separate his birthday, you can't separate Christmas morning, you can't separate Thanksgiving.

"Those are personal to us."

For the family of Marine Cpl. Evan T. James of La Harpe, Ill., Memorial Day happens to nearly coincide with a day of uniquely personal significance: The 20-year-old James, who drowned in a canal March 24 in Iraq, would have turned 21 May 30.

His mother, Donna James, said the family declined an invitation to ride in Chicago's Memorial Day parade, because they had other, unrelated obligations and because they need time alone together.

"We'd been exposed enough," James said. "It was time to cut it off and move along."

On Monday morning the James family will attend a local service at the park in La Harpe, where the American Legion women have erected a memory wall for the veterans.

But mostly the family will mark the occasion privately, in their own way and on their own time. Donna James has ordered flowers to take to her son's grave, including yellow roses--his favorite.

"Reality has sunk in, I think," she said. "I think it finally has pretty much sunk in that he's not coming home."

Thursday night the family took what seemed like the first step toward normalcy since Evan's death: His two brothers, 19-year-old Grant and 23-year-old Craig sat down at the dinner table with their sister, 25-year-old Nicole; Nicole's 21-month-old daughter, Hailey; and Craig's wife and Nicole's husband.

And, for the first time since Evan died, they ate the boys' favorite dish: a cured ham roast with sweet potatoes, mashed potatoes and gravy.

Until last week--by coincidence, just four days before Memorial Day--Donna had not found it in herself to cook that old, iconic family meal.

"It's a return to normalcy--finally," she said, as she cleared away the dinner dishes.

Still, the Memorial Day weekend, though busy with the college graduations of nephews, will not be easy--arriving as it does along with Evan's birthday, she said. The family did not attend last year's Memorial Day service in the La Harpe local park.

"It's just a small service, but we know they'll be talking about Evan, so it'll be a struggle," Donna James said.

"It's just been hard to accept, in such a quick war, knowing that his unit's probably headed back home already. You just think he's going to walk back in the door and say 'Hi', just like his letter said: 'We'll be back in July.'"

But Evan James, a Marine engineer, came home early, to a grave in the La Harpe cemetery adorned with mysterious yellow roses left one at a time by a regular but unknown visitor.

Since then Southern Illinois University in Edwardsville has awarded James an honorary degree. He was a sophomore there, studying health and fitness on Uncle Sam's dime; James joined the service to pay for college, his mother said.

Greg Sanders, 19, who shipped out to Kuwait Jan. 23, also came home early.

Sanders, a patriotic young man who had dreamed of joining the military since he was a boy, had told his mother at a young age: Mom I think I'm reincarnated. I think I was killed in Vietnam.

The pictures he drew always were of soldiers, battleships and tanks.

In high school the slightly built Sanders was co-captain of the cross-country team. He enlisted and spent his senior year in the delayed-entry program but offered to stay home after his father died.

"I said, 'No, you're going to live your dream,'" Leslie Sanders recalled.

In 2001, Sanders graduated, went to boot camp and married his high school sweetheart.

Then he shipped out.

"That's every parent's hope, that their child lives their dream and doesn't get stuck in the doldrums of ordinary life. He lived his dream--even though it was short."

Something about her son's homecoming was a relief for Sanders. It had been two weeks--"a long two weeks," she said--since he died of a sniper's bullet and the man in Army dress-greens had come knocking at her door.

Sanders had been through this before, had opened the front door to men in uniform bearing bad news. Her husband, Richard Sanders, an industrial painter who previously had been a boiler technician for 10 years in the Navy, died three years ago of a heart attack while on a job painting bridges in southern Indiana. He was 37.

The state troopers who came calling told her he died at dinnertime, right after finishing work for the day.

When Leslie Sanders received word three years later that her son had died, she knew what she had to do: move her husband's body to the veterans' section of the cemetery so father and child could be buried together.

Now they are side by side in the shade of an old oak tree.

The weekend was a busy one for Leslie Sanders. Friday she went to a Memorial Day service in Indianapolis in honor of Indiana's war casualties. Saturday was the parade and wreath-laying ceremony in Chicago. Sunday was the Memorial Day service at the cemetery.

"I remember as a kid going with my grandmother to the Memorial Day service," said Sanders, a Hobart native.

Many relatives are buried in the cemetery.

"On Sunday we'll go and have a picnic and clean the headstones and take flowers and kind of talk," she said last week. "This year it's going to be ... it's going to be rough. It's my son. It's so different. A parent's love -- a piece of me died the day he died, and I'll never be the same.

"When they're alive, you look at your kids and think, 'That's a memory right there, that's a memory.' And I want to soak this in. Years down the road, it'll be me and my family and a handful of close friends that will remember Greg by name. People remember the heroes, but they don't remember the names.

"So I want to just soak in everything I can."

Sanders, like others for whom the wound remains too fresh, also will seek a little quiet time alone this weekend.

"I am looking forward to that private time, to reflect, to cry and laugh," she said.

Donna James might spend some time in her flower garden.

"It's been a challenge," she said.

"I have a hard time keeping this good, black earth soft."
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Sailors recall WWII nightmare

56 years later, survivors of the USS Indianapolis still haunted

Bobbing in the swells of the South Pacific after a Japanese torpedo had sunk the USS Indianapolis, radio technician Herbert Jay "Jack" Miner II raised his arm and twisted the tiny stem on his waterproof Omega, making sure the watch was ticking.

It was something to pass the time. 

Miner would wind that watch at least 10 times a day for the next 4 1/2 days, taking care to keep it running even as time ran out for hundreds of comrades in those treacherous waters. He would wind it in the rain. He would wind it as the sun beat down and his tongue swelled from dehydration and the sharks closed in. 

He would wind it the day he was rescued and the day he moved back to his native Chicago and the days he was married and became a father.

Now, sitting inside his quiet home in Northbrook with the drone of a weed cutter coming from a neighbor's yard, all Miner must do to turn the hands of that old Omega back 56 years is to think about those harrowing days in the ocean. Renewed interest in the often-overlooked sinking of the cruiser Indianapolis in 1945 has forced Miner, 75, and many others in the ship's shrinking fraternity of survivors to relive it all again.

Like the Navy bomber pilot who stumbled by dumb luck on the Indy's survivors and subsequently brought about their rescue, a new generation of Americans has, by a similarly strange and overdue confluence of circumstances, discovered them --bobbing in the South Pacific as if none of them ever had been saved.

In October, Congress exonerated the ship's captain, Charles Butler McVay III, who had been court-martialed for not taking evasive action and who years later committed suicide. And this year, the year of the survivors' biennial reunion, two books about the Indianapolis have hit shelves: Doug Stanton's bestseller "In Harm's Way," published this spring; and a 1958 account of the sinking, Richard F. Newcomb's "Abandon Ship!" which recently was re-released with an introduction by Peter Maas.

"What amazes me is how much press and how much interest there is in something that happened so long ago," said Michael N. Kuryla III, 48-year-old son of survivor Mike Kuryla Jr.

Bestseller list

Stanton, who is surprised by how quickly his book has climbed onto the New York Times bestseller list without benefit of promotion--it debuted at No. 11 --thinks the story of the Indianapolis appeals to a society in need of heroes and community.

"We really have in the Year 2001 a hunger for defining moments," he said, "because we seem to have so few that bring us together anymore rather than fracturing us, like the &lsqb;disputed presidential&rsqb; election."

Though the torpedo that dispatched the Indianapolis to history just after midnight July 30, 1945, killed 300 men, another 900 were cast adrift into the ocean during the 12 minutes it took the ship to sink. Of those, more than 500 died of drowning, dehydration, shark attacks or other causes while floating at sea. Four more died in military hospitals after being rescued.

"There hasn't been a day since I returned that I've thought, 'What am I going to do today?'" Miner said. "Instead, it's, 'How do I get the most out of today?'"

Of the 317 survivors, fewer than 125 are alive today. Several live in the Chicago area.

Haunting memories

The sinking and its aftermath still haunt these men. Some have nightmares fraught with the flitting shadows of sharks. Other still weep at the memory of lost friends.

In a tidy apartment on Belmont Avenue in Elmwood Park, Seaman 1st Class Gus C. Kay, 74, sometimes wakes scrabbling in the night, certain that his bed is listing beneath him.

"You can't be sitting around by yourself," said Kuryla of Poplar Grove in Boone County, a coxswain on the ship who weeps sometimes when he recalls the ordeal. "You don't want to sit in the house and just look out the window."

The story of the Indianapolis is one of mystery and intrigue, enormity and monotony, tragedy and heroism. Only days before it was sunk, the ship delivered a secret cargo to the South Pacific island of Tinian: the components of the bomb called "Little Boy" that would be dropped on Hiroshima.

And, yet, amid a growing fascination with World War II manifested in recent movies and books, the remaining crew members of that ship have until recently led lives of anonymity, unknown even to many of their neighbors as major players in the end of the war and the coming of the Atomic Age or as survivors of America's worst Naval disaster.

Theirs was a generation without support groups or encounter sessions or public displays of unburdening. Until their first reunion in 1960 in Indianapolis, most hadn't even talked to their families or to each other about what happened. Until recently most of them never had talked publicly about the ordeal.

"My dad never really talked too much about his experience until recently," said Jody Bierzychudek, 43, Kuryla's daughter. "I think it was difficult for him."

Struggle for survival

When the Indianapolis went down, Kuryla--then a skinny 19-year-old with thick, dark hair--found himself being sucked underwater in its wake.Struggling to break free, his lungs aching as if they might burst, he suddenly saw Homer Street in the swirling, dark waters.He saw his family's house there, and his parents and siblings. He said an act of contrition and blacked out.

When Kuryla came to, he was afloat in the moonlight. Like most survivors, he ended up adrift in a group of men. Because of the current, the groups were miles apart. Some men floated in cargo netting, others in rafts or life vests. Kuryla did not see fellow Chicagoan Bob McGuiggan in his group. He wondered about his friend.

McGuiggan, who grew up swimming off the rocks in Lake Michigan and loving the water, had gone off the other side of the ship, the port side. He swam through a 4-inch-thick slick of crude oil and pulled his knees to his chest in a so-called cannonball pose so the sharks would not be attracted to his dangling feet.

"I never looked down," he said. "Everybody who looked down went crazy."

Shark-infested waters

After a while the sharks came. Kay watched in terror as they killed the man next to him.

"They killed 63 guys in a matter of minutes," he said. "Scooped 'em right out of the water. It was horrifying."

Even worse was the sun, Kay said. He took oil from the dense slick left by the ship and rubbed it on his body to block the rays.

Through it all the men said little to one another. "There was nothing to say," Kay said.

The days and nights crawled past with no sign of rescue. Because a message trumpeting the Indy's arrival in Leyte in the Philippines had been misidentified and subsequently never decoded, nobody there expected the ship--or missed it when it didn't arrive.

And, though Miner swears he saw an SOS successfully transmitted as the ship was going down, the Navy denies to this day ever having received one.

The men in the water hung on as best they could, running out of time and hope.

"I never gave up. I was engaged. I had to go back to her," said McGuiggan, 78, of Chicago, nodding at his wife of almost 55 years.

But many other men calmly swam away, never to be seen again, or simply said goodbye, shrugged off their life vests and sank. Others succumbed to an overwhelming thirst and gulped deadly amounts of salt water.

"There are a lot of guys walking around today because &lsqb;the ship's physician&rsqb; Dr. Lewis Haynes slapped their grandfathers in the face and said 'Don't drink that salt water,'" Stanton said.

To the rescue

Finally, on the morning of Aug. 2, a Navy bomber pilot named Chuck Gwinn left his cockpit as he flew over the South Pacific so that he could check on a troublesome antenna. He spotted the oil slick left by the Indianapolis and went in for a closer look to find the sea teeming with men.

The rescue effort was an elaborate and prolonged affair and lasted through Aug. 3. Kay's group, which started out with 129 men and ended up with seven, was the last pulled from the water.

The crew of the Indianapolis were ordinary men in extraordinary circumstances, Stanton said.

"I don't think I'm a different person now. I'm just a survivor," said Kay, whose legs still bear the scars of that hot sun and oil.

Kay, who has been married to the same woman since 1960, has two daughters and four grandchildren. In the mornings he goes out for coffee with friends or takes a walk in the mall. Three times a week he hits the health club. And he plays cards in a gin club.

Kuryla and McGuiggan, who grew up blocks apart but first met on the Indianapolis, have stood up at each other's weddings, signed on as godparents to each other's children and invited each other to family events.

Bierzychudek, 43, a nurse at Central DuPage Hospital in Winfield, refers to McGuiggan and his wife as Uncle Bob and Aunt Gloria. It's the family that almost wasn't.

"I did used to joke that if my dad wouldn't have survived that I wouldn't be here today," Bierzychudek said. "And I think a lot of my personality is shaped by my dad and some of the things he went through in the water."

Frozen in time

Kuryla's watch stopped at 12:20 the night the ship sank. Since then he has survived cancer and watched a grandson grow to the same age he was when the ship went down. Still, 56 years have not eased the memory of watching friends die.

"They could have had the same things I have, got married, had kids, had grandkids," he said, tears rising.

Miner, a retired business executive, is more nonchalant about the sinking, recalling its aftermath with dry eyes and drier humor. He kept his socks on in the water. He wound his watch.

The watch, put away for safekeeping, has a metal band and a crystal as round as a bubble, and it wouldn't be much of a stretch to say that it helped save Miner's life by providing him a tenuous grip on reality while men all around him were hallucinating and giving up the ghost.

He wore that Omega until he was 60 and got a new one, its tick-tick-tick counting off every bonus second of a life saved.
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Homefront: An American journal 

Farmers reap politics as well as wheat

Washington state is Afghanistan’s breadbasket

WINDUST, Wash.



The bright autumn day in the Snake River Canyon is quiet except for the whisper of wind and the hiss of white wheat sliding down a chute into a barge.

When the barge is full, it will sit 13 feet lower in the water, and a tugboat will haul it from the loading facility downriver to Portland, Ore. Then ships can transport the grain to war-torn Afghanistan where people, many displaced by the fighting, desperately await American food aid. 

The U.S. government's attempt to feed the Afghan people while waging war on the Taliban regime has put farmers here in a complex stew of issues mixing patriotism with politics and profits. While they embrace the roles of ambassador and humanitarian, some worry about whether their grain will fall into the wrong hands, be poisoned or used as a propaganda tool. And, while they hope to benefit from higher prices if their grain is used for aid--these are tough times for farmers--they fret over the possibility of losing still more markets to the vagaries of politics and war. 

The Bush administration's recent announcement that it would buy $6 million in wheat for aid from Kazakstan in Central Asia added another layer of anxiety. Pacific Northwest white wheat is the leading U.S. export to Afghanistan, making this the breadbasket of a starving nation. But major markets have been lost before during times of upheaval in the Middle East and nearby regions. Almost 90 percent of the white wheat grown in the United States is exported, much of it to volatile corners of the world.

Wheat as a political tool

"Wheat historically has been a political tool," said Dan Hille, who raises white wheat on a farm near Ritzville. "That's good and it's frustrating at the same time.

"I guess the concern is, how long-term is this, and are we going to lose another market," he said. "Over time we've lost so many through government sanctions. Iran was our biggest customer once."

The unique but tenuous connection that farmers here have to Afghanistan is a grain that is softer, sweeter and chewier than the hard red variety grown in the Midwest. U.S. aid officials have said they will buy more Pacific Northwest white wheat, but farmers in Washington--the top producer with more than 2.6 million acres spread across some 9,000 farms--are adopting a wait-and-see attitude.

"American farmers have always taken pride in feeding the world," Hille said. "You want to do what's right; you don't want anybody to go hungry. But when there are policies out there that affect your income, you have to question things."

If the situation is urgent and wheat from nearby countries can be trucked to Afghanistan quicker, farmers here say they support such limited wheat purchases by the U.S. government.

"Wherever people are starving, we support getting aid there as quickly as possible," said Tom Mick of the Washington Wheat Commission.

By buying wheat from Kazakstan, aid officials hope to truck food immediately to Afghanistan and stockpile it before the onset of harsh winter weather, said Susan Phalen of the U.S. Agency for International Development.

"Winter is setting in, and in some areas the snow will be 20 to 30 feet deep, making routes impassable," she said. "The rush is to get there before that happens."

Shipments to Afghanistan

Wheat shipped from Portland takes six to eight weeks to reach Afghanistan, Phalen said. More than 65,000 metric tons of U.S. wheat sent Sept. 15 is scheduled to arrive this week, she said, and another 100,000 metric tons shipped Sept. 27 is crossing the Pacific Ocean.

It isn't easy for people here to relate to a war-ravaged country halfway around the world. "I can't even imagine what those people are going through, seeing the sky light up at night and watching their children go hungry," Hille said.

But while the farmers who gather for breakfast at Jake's for Steaks in Ritzville don't talk much about world events, 50 trains a day wail through town with carloads of grain bound for distant markets.

Washington farmers are used to the idea of their wheat being exported to hot spots--"My only problem with that is how do you really know where it's going?" Ryan Donohue said--and they have resigned themselves to the inherent uncertainties and distasteful politics of such markets.

"When we sold wheat to Russia in the '70s, there were people who mumbled and grumbled then about selling to your 'enemies,' " Jerry Snyder said.

Doing a good deed

But Snyder is glad when he thinks about his harvest going to help those in Afghanistan. "I think it's a really cool idea," he said. "There is no reason people should be starving in this world."

Though John Anderson, a warehouse executive, worries sometimes that the wheat could go not to hungry war refugees but to members of the Taliban who might poison it, farmer Ross Heimbigner has made peace with the risks inherent in helping the Afghan people.

"Not all people over there are bad," said Heimbigner, 51, of Ritzville.

"It's no different than the Soviet Union. We shipped wheat to them when they were a communist nation," he said. "And eventually I think that helped bring them to a free market."

This idyllic corner of America holds surprising reminders of how faraway wars have affected this area. Jay Takemura, a 47-year-old Asian-American farmer who lives in Dayton, Wash., grew up outside Seattle. At the outset of World War II, his father was placed in internment camps for several months before getting out and going into the Army to fight for the country that had persecuted him.

People's reactions

Takemura has read news accounts of the backlash against Muslims with more than passing interest.

"People react differently in a crisis," he said. "People who take out their frustrations that way probably don't know a lot about history."

For his part, Takemura believes it is important to distinguish between the good and the bad among people of any race or ethnic group--and he feels good about helping the people in Afghanistan, especially if he can profit in the process.

But Takemura and most other farmers have a job to do that precludes thinking too much about government policies.

"I can't worry about it," Donohue said. "We're dryland wheat farmers, and it's just survival every day. We just hope it rains."

Even during this, the slowest time of the year--a season when seeding is done and there is little to do except pray for a good harvest and repair machinery--farmers always can find ways to stay busy. But what Donohue did after harvest took neighbors by surprise.

Puzzle unravels

Four days after the attacks, Donohue's neighbors saw him working haltingly in a dormant field that weeks before had yielded spring white wheat.

At first they were puzzled. Was he having trouble with his combine?

Then they saw what was happening: Into the hillside stubble, Donohue was cutting the enormous letters U, S and A.

"I was just feeling a little emotional and wanted to show some patriotism," he said.
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Sept. 11 emotions pour out anew

Photo exhibit lets city grieve, heal


The tear rolling down Genavieve VenJohnson's left cheek was five months in the making.

As she stood in a hushed exhibition hall, in a building located directly across the street from the Chicago Cultural Center, gazing through red eyes at a photograph of New York burning, VenJohnson, 40, grieved once again for all that was lost in the terrorist attacks Sept. 11.


"In some ways, it's sort of like re-experiencing the incredulity of the moment and, in some ways, needing for that to happen," the New York native said, sighing.

Five months have passed since hijacked airliners crashed into the World Trade Center, causing the twin towers to crumble. That's time enough for late summer to turn to winter, for a newborn baby girl to grow a head of hair, for the living to bury the dead. 

But for VenJohnson and thousands of others who have flocked to the wrenching exhibition of 1,500 professional and amateur photographs depicting the tragedy, "here is new york: a democracy of photographs" is a reminder that five months is not necessarily time enough to mourn.

The public's overwhelming and often emotional response to the exhibition, which through Wednesday had drawn an estimated 8,500 people in its first week, shows that many Americans still seek an outlet for the raw emotions engendered by Sept. 11 and its aftermath, psychologists say. The free exhibition runs through March 30, and cultural center officials think the biggest crowds are yet to come.

"These are fresh wounds for everyone," said Barry Greenwald, an adjunct psychology professor at the University of Illinois at Chicago who has taught a course on death and dying.

"You cannot sidestep grief, you can only postpone it. &lsqb;The exhibition&rsqb; is just another piece of the grief and healing process. It's a search for answers."

On some mornings those in the search have formed lines outside the doors of 72 E. Randolph St. before surprised Cultural Center officials can unlock the doors. "Everyone has been impressed with the numbers of people coming out," said Linda Wedonoja. "It's surprising but not surprising."

Though it's too early to tell how the show ranks among the cultural center's bigger draws, it clearly has touched a nerve.

"It allows the people of Chicago to come and hopefully be healed by the process of viewing these images," project manager Marguerite Tully said.

Ronald Davidson, director of the mental health policy program at the University of Illinois at Chicago, thinks the exhibition owes much of its raw power to the way it is presented. Unframed photos hang on the walls and from rows of clothesline strung from one side to the other of a formerly vacant storefront across from the cultural center, forcing visitors to look up and all around.

'Something really powerful'

"This is not a gallery show," said Davidson, who visited the exhibition with his wife on Friday. "You walk in and you're surrounded by these photos. There's something really powerful going on.

"People have a need to work through their emotions, and at a primitive level, that's clearly what's happening here."

On a bright weekday afternoon last week, visitors moved slowly through the exhibition hall, jaws slack, eyes wide. The crowd was diverse. Old crossed paths with young, black with white. There were couples holding hands. There was a Northwest Side cop sneaking a look at the photos after attending a deposition downtown. There was a former Navy engineer wearing a backpack bearing both a peace symbol and an "Enduring Freedom" button.

Though the room was packed, it was hushed.

"No one's talking, no one's looking at one another. It's like everyone's stunned," said Susan Fox, a 22-year-old student at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago.

"It feels more like a church than a museum," said Todd Ehlman, 35, a Loop lawyer from Wilmette.

Ehlman ordered a copy of a print showing a grade school's memorial to firefighters; prints are available to the public for $25, with net proceeds going to the Children's Aid Society's World Trade Center Relief Fund and other charities.

"I come from several generations of Chicago firefighters, so this means a little something to me," Ehlman said of the photo.

The idea to display the 1,500 digital prints came from New York writer Michael Shulan, who on Sept. 12 granted a street artist's request to hang a piece of artwork on a vacant storefront Shulan owned in SoHo. The artist had drawn weeping people and a vase of flowers on a front page of The New York Times, then added a quote from Aeschylus about pain and wisdom.

Shulan added a black and white view of the World Trade Center that he bought at a flea market and watched as crowds formed. With friends he started organizing an exhibition of professional and amateur work. Then a handful of executives from the Target department-store chain saw the show and decided it should be seen elsewhere as well.

Haunting images

The images are haunting. Posters of missing people, firefighters silhouetted against the inferno, a grieving widow.

Here, an arm tattooed with the burning twin towers and a U.S. flag. There, one of the final pictures shot by photojournalist William Biggart: a close-up of the World Trade Center, burning.

On the wall near Biggart's photo is a program from his funeral. "Organ prelude," it reads. "A bell sounds and all who are able stand."

The exhibition was named for an eerily prescient 1949 travel essay by E.B. White that gave eloquent voice to the fears engendered by the violence of World War II and the dawning of the nuclear age.

"The city, for the first time in its long history," White wrote, "is destructible. A single flight of planes no bigger than a wedge of geese can quickly end this island fantasy, burn the towers, crumble the bridges, turn the underground passages into lethal chambers, cremate the millions.

"The intimation of mortality is part of New York in the sound of jets overhead, in the black headline of the latest edition."

Shulan, who was in Chicago last week to help cultural center officials set up the show, has not been surprised by the early crowds.

"I think they're really coming to take the measure of something that's really unimaginable."

Said Greenwald, "Anything that can provide some sense of closure must be sought out."

For new mother Amanda Bryant of Evanston, who rocked and bounced her 5-month-old baby, Katie, as she stood looking at the photos, closure was impossible until now. Katie was born Sept. 14, making for a strange confluence of life and death that precluded coming to terms entirely with what had happened in New York three days earlier.

"It sort of was hard," Bryant said, "because I felt there was such a tremendous sense of loss in the world, and for me to bring a new life into that world was to experience profound joy and profound sadness at the same time."

The exhibition, Bryant said, was overwhelming.

"It makes you worry about your children's future, what it will be like when they grow up," she said.

Dave Perez, 37, of Richton Park, was in the Loop working as a volunteer at the National Multiple Sclerosis Society when he decided to visit the exhibition Thursday afternoon.

Wants to help out country

Perez, a former engineer in the Navy who walks with a cane, has Multiple Sclerosis. It forced him to leave the service just before he would have been deployed for Operation Desert Storm. He regrets not being able to serve his country in Operation Enduring Freedom.

"I feel I should be out there now," he said.

"I wanted to come (to the exhibit) to let it all soak in. It's like rehashing the same feelings. I feel numb now. It brings back a lot of feelings that seem so long ago."

When Perez saw the photo of a woman talking on the phone as she stood in the window of her apartment with a view of the World Trade Center inferno, he was dumbstruck. Recalling how he had phoned his parents that day, he lingered, still and silent, staring raptly at the photo.

"Honestly," Perez said moments later as he left the exhibition and hurried to catch a train, "I could have stayed forever."
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In showstorm’s wake, city’s cold heart melts

Weapons lab staff pushing mission ‘against bad guys’


A portrait of the city in white is a scene of great quietude. Of old Budweiser bottles and yellowed newspapers erased by a gleaming blanket of snow in the gutters along Archer Avenue on Chicago's Southwest Side. Of a stillness in the Loop and the footprints of a lonely few where many once trod.

But here where Chicago used to be, the silence of a city muffled and disguised by the record snowfall of Saturday's blizzard was broken Sunday afternoon at the intersection of Armitage Avenue and Dayton Street. On a street where drivers, suddenly careful and patient, were giving their horns a break, a powerful noise burst from a church: gospel music. 

With the Blizzard of '99, the great city had shrunk.

Everybody was walking everywhere. People were talking to strangers and helping them out of jams. A city was making the best of a monstrous winter storm.

"Call it community bonding. It's bringing us all closer," said Liza Campbell, a sociology major at DePaul University, who was helping her neighbors dig out.

"This is making Chicago a small city."

At the corner of Armitage and Dayton, Judy Davenport's gospel song, "Safe in His Arms," provided a soundtrack for this extraordinary experience.

The music wafted across the street as Tim Hoying pulled his daughter, Rachel, on a sled along the snow-covered sidewalk.

"It's about the only thing to do," Hoying said.

His daughter's sled passed within inches of Mark Gallenberger, who knelt on the curb to tie a friend's shoe. Because she wore mittens, Kathy Nino couldn't tie her own boots.

"A lot of people are out just talking to each other," said Arthur Cox, 25, as he stood outside Ace Hardware holding two gleaming new snow shovels.

"There's more of a community feel to the city. It's just got everybody out in the street. Everybody's got some problem they're dealing with today. The weather's a common bond."

In Bucktown, a score of brightly bundled neighbors lined each side of the 1900 block of North Wood Street attempting to excavate their vehicles. Liza Campbell joined Chrissy Jacobs and Amy Wilder--all 28 and college roommates sharing an apartment on the block--to spend hours Sunday afternoon helping their fellow residents shovel snow. For a break, they played an impromptu game of touch football in the field of snow that was once their street.

Winter's storms tend to become the mental milestones by which we recall that part of history we have touched. By interrupting the normal, often-impersonal routine of everyday life, they temporarily transform our communal experience into a hundred and one little morality plays. So notes Irving Cutler, author of "Chicago: Metropolis of the Mid-Continent," and a veteran of the great blizzard of '67.

"Usually we live everybody for themselves, with even neighbors having no contact with each other," Cutler said. "But when the snow piled up and cars were useless, someone got out a sled and we'd pull it a mile or so to a little drugstore at Skokie and Wilmette Avenue and load it up with food and supplies for everybody on the block."

The snow, it seems, can bring out the best in even the worst of us. According to old newspaper clippings, a 1931 blizzard caught a sheriff's car on the road as it was taking a convict to a penitentiary in far Downstate Vandalia.

With the roads impassable, the two deputy sheriffs and their charge staggered through the snowdrifts to the nearest railroad station. There, the inmate-to-be took out his wallet and bought tickets for his two wardens and himself.

Though there were some frayed nerves and low-level conflicts Sunday, stories of neighbor helping neighbor and stranger helping stranger were as numerous as stranded cars.

When it came time for Anne Sedjo of Ohio to dig out her car Sunday so she could return home after spending New Year's Day with friends in Chicago, a man she didn't know helped her. Though he didn't ask for anything in return, Sedjo gave him $4--money she had set aside for the toll road back.

Late Sunday afternoon, apartment-complex owner Robert Dremak of Riverside dug his way to the garage of Joann Welch in the 400 block of Des Plaines Avenue.

"When a neighbor asks, you just can't say no--that's what being a neighbor is all about," said Dremak, who, with triple-bypass heart surgery in his recent past, probably should have been nowhere near a snow shovel this weekend.

Not everyone was sweating for free. That much became clear to anyone walking or driving the streets of such North Side neighborhoods as Lincoln Park, Old Town and the Gold Coast, where small bands of teenagers and young men slogged through the streets with shovels over one shoulder looking for anyone willing to trade $10, $15, $20 to free their car from the snow walls left by city plows.

Jim Wise, 49, of West Rogers Park, remembers the frustration of the blizzard of 1979 and the silliness among some neighbors that led to blows over parking spaces. So when he woke up early Sunday, popped his head out the door and saw a couple of neighbors planting folding chairs to save the few shoveled parking spots, he decided to head it off and see if he couldn't corral some of his neighbors to shovel the entire block.

"I got up this morning and saw the first guy shoveling and putting up chairs," Wise said.

"I went through that in '79--people just fighting for spots. It's ridiculous. I just wasn't prepared to do that again."

Wise typed out a memo to his neighbors, reading in part: "We all live on the same block. If every household takes responsibility to shovel two car lengths, it doesn't matter where on the block, the street will be cleaned."

He headed out about 9 a.m. and passed around the 20 copies of the flier he had made, then quickly recruited about a dozen neighbors to begin chipping down the snow and ice walls left by Streets and Sanitation plows.

"People are always moving in and out around here. Sometimes there's no sense of community," he said.

But much of this changed through the morning, and people who only the day before would do little more than offer a respectful nod as he walked by were suddenly saluting Wise and kiddingly calling him "commander" for his efforts.

In some instances, the muscle ache that went with shoveling out of snowbanks was balanced by the postcard memories of a city that, for a short time, stood still.

"We were out the whole day. We loved it," said Jo Aenre, 41, recalling Saturday's solitude. "It was so pretty with the snow and the lights. The city was desolate, like a beautiful ghost town."
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Accounting’s bloodhounds in demand

Numbers-crunching now sexy



Craig L. Greene is a tough guy. He's an accountant too. Doesn't add up? Then step into Greene's office, where he keeps a collection of FBI caps, and meet the new breed of numbers-cruncher.

Greene, a burly man with a sly smile and the guile of a police detective, is an accountant with an attitude, a slightly cynical forensics specialist who investigates white-collar crime and who numbers many FBI agents among his students at the national Association of Certified Fraud Examiners. He uses savvy, not a calculator; a computer, not a pencil. And he is in demand. 

Virtually unheard of 15 years ago, forensic accounting has stormed into the public consciousness recently amid news accounts of high-profile cases such as the Enron scandal. 

In an age of increasingly complex business deals and heightened awareness of white-collar wrongdoing and corporate crime, forensic accounting has grown fast since surfacing with a splash during the savings-and-loan crisis of the late 1980s. It's a twist on a dowdy profession, a milieu of intrigue and daring in a field long known for tedium and pocket protectors.

Prosecutors and corporate lawyers frequently enlist their aid.

"Accounting used to be putting numbers in boxes, but now suddenly you're going out playing corporate James Bond and chasing down criminals," Greene said.

"You've got to have some street smarts."

Of course, in many cases, as with Enron, the subjects of scrutiny are accountants too.

Forensic accountants have helped sort through the finances of terrorists and played a part in the undoing of powerful people such as hotelier Leona Helmsley and, quite possibly, F.Scott Fitzgerald's fictional Jay Gatsby, according to fraud investigator Michael G. Kessler, who once served as chief of tax investigations for New York City.

"For a lot of accountants, it's the sexy side of accounting," said John Warren, associate general counsel for the Association of Certified Fraud Examiners. "You're not just going over tax returns all day, you're sort of fighting crime."

Occasionally there's even an element of danger, or at least perceived risk. Susan Henry, a senior manager with BDO Seidman, felt uneasy while investigating a Mexican factory owned by a U.S. company. Some U.S. nationals working in Mexico were embezzling money from the factory, though the company didn't know how--or how much.

"All they knew was that these employees were living high on the hog," Henry said. "So they hired us to do an audit."

As often happens in forensic accounting, Henry and her associate had to be discreet as they went about their work. "We went in to do the audit but we really didn't tell the people there that we were looking to find out if they were stealing anything," she said.

"One of the sacred rules of investigating is that the last person you interview is your target."

Some precarious situations

In this case, however, Henry and her associate had to rely on their target for a ride into the factory each day to study the books.

"We couldn't take a rental car across the border into Mexico, so he drove us," she said. "He knew we were doing an audit, but that's all he knew.

"It was kind of a precarious situation."

The man now is serving prison time, Henry said.

"External accountants, they're watchdogs. The internal auditors, they're more like seeing-eye dogs. And a forensic accountant is a bloodhound," said Larry Crumbley, a 61-year-old accounting professor at Louisiana State University who has written a series of detective novels about a forensic accountant.

"There's a lot more to it than just crunching numbers," Henry said of investigating a case. "It involves interviewing and other skills. The start of any investigation involves interviewing people to find out the basis of the allegations. Otherwise it would be like looking for a needle in a haystack."

Forensic accountants can also be drawn into political investigations. Last month a federal grand jury subpoenaed records of Gov. George Ryan's fund in connection with the campaign's report that it had discovered $156,000 in excess funds in a bank account. A spokesman for the elections board has said the campaign would hire forensic accountants to trace the origins of the cash.

Forensic accounting's recently romanticized image has helped stir interest in the specialty. The fact that it generally pays better than traditional accounting doesn't hurt.

"We see more and more people jumping on the bandwagon today for that simple reason: There are more fees to be had in forensic accounting," said Kessler, who now has his own firm.

Fraud examiners on increase

Since 1992 the fraud examiners association has grown from about 7,000 members to more than 25,000, about 11,700 of whom are accountants or auditors, Warren said. The organization has added almost 3,500 accountants to its rolls in the last 10 years.

"We get a lot more calls from people wondering about how to become forensic accountants," Warren said. "Since the Enron thing came up, especially, there's been a noticeable increase."From time to time you'll get the odd call from somebody who's got no background in accounting, the funny e-mail from, say, a wheat farmer who suddenly has decided his goal in life is to fight fraud."

Some universities have added courses in forensic accounting. Officials at Indiana University introduced a graduate-level course five years ago and have seen it become a popular part of the curriculum, said John Hill, associate dean of the Kelley School of Business.

As more boutique accounting firms advertise forensic services and more private-investigative firms offer accounting along with wiretapping and tailing, the field has become more competitive, Henry said.

Forensic accountants sort through the financial tangle of civil and criminal proceedings, building cases that will hold up in court. They work on everything from divorces to Enron.

Sometimes it's as simple as determining assets for a defendant in a lawsuit so the judge can decide how much to award in damages. Sometimes it's as complicated as unraveling an elaborate corporate kickback or embezzlement scheme that might lead to criminal charges.

"You have to think like a criminal," Crumbley said.

Not surprisingly, Jack Burke's experience as a Chicago police detective has helped him immeasurably in his second career as a forensic accountant. Burke became a public accountant after retiring from the police department, where he had earned an accounting degree by attending night school while working days as an auto-theft detective.

Former police sergeant

Burke was a sergeant in the police department's financial-crimes unit when he retired in 1990.

He said, "I used to tell a joke when our detectives in financial crimes got measured up for safety vests, that a special qualification of the vest was that it be able to repel a crazed accountant with a No. 2 pencil."

Now, as president of Jack Burke & Associates Ltd., Burke himself is an accountant, and his specialty is forensics.

"It's knowing something about how to do accounting investigations, but it's also the general investigative skills--how to unearth information," he said.

"Those are skills that good detectives have learned long ago."

About 15 percent of the FBI's 12,000 agents worldwide have accounting backgrounds, agency spokesman Ross Rice said. Though they're not called forensic accountants, some of them worked with forensic accountants after Sept. 11 to sort through the tangled finances of the terrorists, Kessler said.

The romanticized image of forensic accounting has some basis in reality, Henry said, "Because it involves something somebody might have done bad, people equate it with mystery and intrigue."

"But on the other side of the coin, you're digging down into the books and records of a company, and you have to be a damn good accountant."

Said Greene, "The reality is that you spend lots of time hunched over a computer."

Greene, a partner in the accounting firm Rome Associates, recently unraveled a corporate kickback scheme involving a manufacturing company that had hired his firm to investigate after receiving an anonymous tip. The message said that an executive of the company was getting kickbacks from a vendor in Florida.

Greene's first clue that something was amiss was the address of the vendor. It looked wrong somehow--like a street in a residential neighborhood, not a business district.

Calling up maps and satellite images of Florida on the Internet, he sat in his office 17 stories above downtown Chicago, studied the computer screen and discovered the address was in a complex of town homes.

Greene flew to Florida, found the vendor's mother living in the condominium, smooth-talked her by saying she looked like Sally Field and persuaded the unwitting woman to show him the books--and the canceled kickback checks.

He said, "The evidence we put together is usually so damning, that it's 'Let's make a deal.'"
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Adieu, adieu Renoir

Last-minute art lovers push exhibition past Degas show

Face to face they were, two 9-year-old girls in a gray exhibit hall of the Art Institute of Chicago. Leah Bressler of St. Charles stared across the ages at Mademoiselle Romaine Lacaux.

Romaine, who was Leah's age when Renoir painted her in 1864, wore a billowy blouse in the portrait. Leah, studying the long-ago child's face intently, wore corduroy overalls. 

"We don't want to forget this kind of stuff--even though we end up at hockey games most of the time," said Leah's mother, Deanna Bressler.

A dense fog Sunday erased the tops of skyscrapers along Michigan Avenue, making Chicago look like an unfinished painting. But on the last day of a special exhibition of his work, Renoir and his eternally bright summer scenes once again filled the museum and the bleak streetscape outside with people.

And by the time the Art Institute closed Sunday night, the Renoir exhibition had finished as one of the top-five attended shows in the museum's history.

Though not as popular as the wildly successful 1995 Monet exhibition, which drew almost a million people during its 18-week run, the Renoir show eclipsed last year's Degas exhibition. Though somewhat brief by art-show standards, the 81-day Renoir exhibit attracted 6,000 people a day.

Nearly 500,000 visitors saw the show, said museum spokeswoman Kathleen Henesey Cardoza.

That near-capacity pace ended strong over the weekend, as thousands of people clamored for a last chance to see the exhibition. Indeed, many of them were in Chicago Saturday and Sunday primarily to see Renoir.

"When you're looking at the people standing in line to get tickets, it's unbelievable," said Riverside resident Dagnara Skoczek, 26. On Sunday, she stood in line for 30 minutes for tickets to the show, titled "Renoir's Portraits: Impressions of an Age."

"The last couple of days it's just nuts," said Gloria Groom, the museum's associate curator for European painting. "I think Renoir in the end will be a larger figure simply because it's Renoir.

"It's the name recognition, it's an exhibition people want to bring their children to because of his affinity for children. We see a lot of families."

In an age of pop fads, short attention spans and fickle public tastes, the day belonged to the bearded artist with bags under his eyes. His legacy has endured and grown even into the MTV era.

"That's why we brought the kids," said Chicagoan Patty Batchos, 41, who attended with her husband, Dennis Batchos, 47, and their children, Lisa, 8, and Nicholas, 5. "They're a little older now and can appreciate it. We want to make sure they're exposed to this kind of thing."

These days, Groom said, the success of any art show is reassuring. "Absolutely, when you think what we're vying with both sports and theater, live performances and rock concerts and shopping at Christmastime," she said.

Up the street and a half-block to the west, at the Esquire Theater, moviegoers waited in a short line for tickets to see the 11:30 a.m. showing of "Jackie Brown." But in front of the Art Institute, the Batchos family waited in a longer line to see Renoir.

On Sunday, the last of those to attend the Renoir exhibition lingered spellbound beneath paintings of dancing men and women, angelic children and long-ago Junes.

"We missed the Monet and we missed the Degas," Patty Batchos said. "That's why we're here. I didn't want to miss another one."

But Alexandra Rojeck, 25, of Geneva, Switzerland, bought a ticket to her first-ever art show in Chicago because she specifically wanted to see Renoir's work. Art being art, Rojeck struggled to explain why, her hands moving helplessly in the chill air.

"It's like, his painting," she said, her breath coming out in a cloud. "I just like it. I can't tell you why.

"I love Impressionists. But if you want to see them in Europe, you have to go to Paris. I prefer Paris, but I like Chicago."

Sometimes, people from other parts of the world are surprised at how accessible the arts are in Chicago, said Michelle Clayton of Dallas, who took her 5-year-old son, Conor, to the Renoir show Sunday while in Chicago on vacation. Friends in Dallas were befuddled when she told them she would be spending leisure time in Chicago.

"You tell them you're going to Chicago, and they say, 'Why, what would you do there?' " she said. " 'Are you going there on business? Are you just going to be there for the weekend?' You tell them you're staying for a week, and they're surprised.

"Chicago keeps that a secret, I think," Clayton said of the city's museums and art shows.

Exhibits such as Renoir's show the world there is a gentler side to the city of hard edges, Patty Batchos said.

"You travel abroad," she said, "and they always ask you if you know about Al Capone. They associate Chicago with gangsters and kind of a tough life."

But those who attended the exhibition Sunday, walking past the gleaming suits of armor and the Marc Chagall stained-glass windows to the gray rooms of Renoir's world, were greeted by a brightly colored painting of a man and woman dancing--"an untroubled image of love, courtship and social harmony," reads an description on the wall--called "Dance at Bougival."

"It's very beautiful," said Mary Ann Thompson of Lawrenceburg, Ky., who came to Chicago with her husband, Duayne Thompson, just to see the Renoir exhibit. As she beheld Renoir's paintings, she thought about the days of her youth: "Good times on a Sunday afternoon."

Inside the museum, it was much different from the bleak, gray world outside.

"That's the first thing I get--it looks warm, like springtime," Duayne Thompson said of the painting, smiling.

Nine-year-old Leah Bressler stood in front of "The Inn of Mere Antony," in which a mop-like dog lying under a chair stares out from a scene of men gathered around a table. The little girl walked as close to the painting as she could, bending at the waist to stare into the dog's eyes.

"We just think he looks very realistic," said her mother, Deanna Bressler. "His eyes follow you. You can almost feel the fur on his head."

Sunday, despite Leah's doubts, she and her mother had made time for Renoir--instead of spending the day watching hockey. And the little girl was glad.

"I think the people look real," Leah said, smiling. "And the food looks real, too."

Nancy Gehweiler of Milwaukee, who wore a Green Bay Packers sweatshirt, gave up watching an NFL playoff game to see the exhibition. Her daughter, Annie, gave up shopping.

"I don't know if I'll ever get to France, but this might be as close as I'll ever come," Nancy Gehweiler said.

In an adjoining gallery, a woman aching from Chicago's winter stood inches from a blessed summer scene, transfixed by Renoir's "Near the Lake." She blew her nose loudly, coughed and moved on.

Some of these people would be going to the movies later. Some would be going to a music club or attending a play.

In a way, Renoir was not much different.

"For some people, it just kind of seems like the 'in' thing to do, to say you came here," said Don Byrne, 24, as he wandered through the exhibit.

But there was something more, too: In a little girl named Romaine and in a mop-haired dog, a long-dead artist lived on.

Five-year-old Conor Clayton, dressed in a bright-red sweater Renoir might love, would be getting out his paints when he got home--"to see if he can do a better job," said his mother, Michelle.
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Muslims find welcoming home on the range

In Amarillo, a litmus test of tolerance

AMARILLO, Tex.


During the long prayer Saturday after Iftar--the traditional dinner that breaks fasts for Muslims observing Ramadan--a boy kneeling in the little, brick mosque on Quail Street made a silent wish.

"I wished that my family would be OK, that nothing bad would happen again to America and that the whole world will be in peace," 11-year-old Sonny Teodosie said later. 

Elsewhere in Amarillo as the Muslim holy month of Ramadan began, the rodeo crowned a new steer-roping champion and the Kiwanis Club sponsored a Bible-reading marathon.

Such is life in this city of 220,000, a Bible Belt town in cowboy boots that is doing its best to make way for a swiftly growing Islamic community.

While the terrorist attacks Sept. 11 in New York and near Washington have tested American tolerance around the country, this conservative, mostly white Texas town whose Islamic Center is doubling in size with new construction has provided a litmus test like few others. 

Amarillo's changing demographic landscape and proximity to Oklahoma City, site of the 1995 bombing, could have made it ripe for a volatile reaction, but it has passed the test, many here say.

"There were quite a few incidents in Dallas, Chicago, California, but nothing to speak of in Amarillo," said Dr. Nazre Mawla, a cancer surgeon and head of the Islamic Center of Amarillo. "So that was a relief."

Anger voiced at bin Laden

Many Muslims in Amarillo speak cautiously about Sept. 11 so as not to incite a backlash. Others speak in hard voices, their anger at Osama bin Laden flashing in their eyes as they speak of how he has appropriated their religion for all the wrong reasons.

"I think it's terrible," said Mawla, who was scrubbing for surgery when the first plane hit. "I think they hijacked the religion."

Amarillo is more than 71 percent white, with Hispanics making up almost 20 percent of the population, blacks 6 percent and Asians less than 2 percent. But, with a few exceptions, Mawla said, the city has adjusted well to its burgeoning Islamic community, which in 20 years has grown from about four families to roughly 100--at a time when the population of the city as a whole grew slowly.

Many Muslims who move to Amarillo are physicians attracted to the city as a regional medical hub serving several states. Amarillo is home to Northwest Texas Medical Center, which is a part of Texas Tech University. Largely because of the sprawling medical center, the health-care industry is second only to retailing as an employer here; more than 9,300 people work in the medical field.

Mawla is one of them. Twenty years ago, as he finished his medical training in Boston and planned a move to Texas, some of his peers and professors were incredulous that he would start a practice in Amarillo.

"They couldn't believe I came to the middle of what they call cowboy country," Mawla said.

Suhail Shoukath, 22, a college student at West Texas A&M University who moved to Amarillo from Chicago five years ago, said he was apprehensive about coming.

"I thought I would be a big outcast," he said. "But actually people here are pretty accepting."

Mawla said of Amarillo: "It has become a little more cosmopolitan because there have been a lot of immigrants settling here."

The Islamic Center was so full Saturday night that sweat glistened on brows; dozens had assembled to pray, talk and eat Indian food, many of them happy with recent news out of Afghanistan that the war against those who would hijack their religion was making progress. There were students and computer technicians, software designers and surgeons; after praying Mawla had to rush off to perform emergency surgery.

"The only thing I had to prove when I came to Amarillo was that I was a good doctor," said Dr. Ali Jaffar, 40, an immigrant and cardiologist who moved to Amarillo from Chicago five years ago.

'Glad I'm in Amarillo'

"I'm glad I'm in Amarillo, and I'm proud to be an American."

Muslims from at least two dozen countries have converged on Amarillo, Mawla said. "It's quite a mix."

When the center was built in 1994, the Islamic community almost immediately outgrew it, said Mawla, a native of Bangladesh. "There were so many Muslims in the area I didn't even know existed," he said. "The newspaper did a story about the center, and they started flocking here."

Muslims in Amarillo have reacted with fear and anger to the events of Sept. 11 and their aftermath. The attacks claimed a relative of one Muslim doctor, a woman who worked on the 97th floor of the World Trade Center in New York.

Jaffar, who wore an American flag pin on his lapel, said: "If they caught bin Laden tomorrow and said, 'Would you be the executioner?' I will. Do you know how much he has set us back?"

The mood at the mosque Saturday was upbeat. Children laughed, ran across the prayer rugs and played as men in jeans smiled and chatted with one another on one side of the divided room and women in shawls did the same on the other side.

There was Shahid Hussain, a Pakistan native who had moved to Amarillo from St. Louis a month ago to take a job as a mechanical engineer. And there was Indian native Ather Kazi, 33, who had moved to Amarillo from Nashville a year ago to take a job designing computer software.

"When I came here I never expected to see such a big Muslim community," Kazi said.

For many the prevailing perception of Amarillo is that of a cow town, said Mussyal, a 38-year-old of Turkish descent.

Mussyal, an Amarillo police officer with a Texas drawl who once worked at the Iowa Beef Processing plant, converted to Islam 10 years ago in deference to a deathbed wish of his grandfather. He is the embodiment of this city's racial, ethnic and religious mix.

When his family migrated to America from eastern Turkey to escape political turmoil in the late 1800s, they gave up Islam for their own safety and peace of mind, Mussyal said.

"In central Texas if you weren't a white Anglo Christian, you weren't a very safe person," he said.

Through it all, however, Mussyal's grandfather clung to the old ways. And after he died, Mussyal--a member of the U.S. Air Force from 1981 to 1992--honored him by dropping the first name "Robert" and becoming a Muslim.

After the terrorist attacks, the Islamic Center asked Mussyal, whose police beat includes the area of the mosque, to provide security at the building.

Muslims in Amarillo recalled that after the Oklahoma City bombing, many in Amarillo seemed quick to blame Middle Eastern terrorists and to take out their anger on local Muslims, Mussyal said.

"We had little vandalisms," he said. "People would drive by &lsqb;the mosque&rsqb; and yell 'Go home' or shout obscenities."

But, said Hussain: "The people here, they know who is the bad guys and who is the good guys."

Calm reaction

Since Sept. 11 the reaction has been sedate, Mussyal said. Callers have phoned in threats to the mosque and some of the doctors' offices. Mostly the Islamic Center has received calls of support from other churches, and those who pray at the mosque say they have had no problems at work or school.

"They know I'm a Muslim, but they are my friends anyway," Sonny Teodosie said.

Sonny, a native of Bosnia-Herzegovina who attends a public middle school in Amarillo, once went on a field trip to the rodeo.

The terrorist attacks made him "really sad," Sonny said.

"I couldn't believe it. I was really shocked. I couldn't talk. My mom was really mad. All those poor people died for nothing, and she just got mad. Our religion means peace, it doesn't mean hate."
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A grim end to a golden life

For Andrew Suh, 100-year prison term might be a blessing as well as a curse

PONTIAC, Ill.

Inmate No. B72067 has an impressive resume.

But all the good grades that Andrew Suh made at Wilmette's prestigious Loyola Academy and Rhode Island's vaunted Providence College, all his "personal strengths" and "excellent oral and written communication skills" were good enough, in the end, only for a job as a cook at the Pontiac Correctional Center. 

Here, the last best hope of a Korean family lives in a place where he has to peek at sunsets through a hole in the mesh on a window of his red-brick cellhouse.

Here, the family name that was both a blessing and a curse has been supplanted by a number.

"Everybody loses their heritage," Suh, 24, said during a recent interview at the prison, where he is serving a 100-year sentence for the 1993 murder of his sister's boyfriend, Robert O'Dubaine. "But I cling to mine. No matter how many times I look in the mirror, I will never be the white John Smith. I will always be the Korean.

"I cherish those family bonds."

Those same bonds haunt Suh, however. It has been almost five years since he wrapped his long, slender finger around the trigger of a gun out of some perceived duty to his sister and squeezed twice--ending O'Dubaine's life while forever changing his own.

But Suh's story--the largely untold flip side of a sensational tale stretching from Chicago to Hawaii, which held as its focus his flamboyant sister--seems to have lost little of its hold on Chicago's Korean community.

Although the case has long faded from the news, interest abides along the streets of Koreatown on the city's North Side and farther north in Evanston, where Suh grew up after moving with his parents and sister to the United States in 1976. In Chicago's Korean community, there is a groundswell of support and sympathy for the son of Suh Yoon Myunt and his wife, Tai Sook, both deceased.

"The Korean community is very strong, very communal. A lot of people remember seeing this little boy growing up. And a lot of second- and third-generation children now are falling into the American culture--are being polluted, I guess you could say. They are concerned with that," Suh said.

Korean newspapers have taken once again to running stories about Suh's case as well as printing letters from him in the boxy, yet elegant, symbols of the Korean language, sometimes with the English translation alongside.

The press coverage has prompted letters and pledges of money from well-wishers nationwide.

Patrick Lavery, a Chicago playwright, began corresponding with Suh while considering a documentary on his case.

Unless Suh's appeal is successful, he will be behind bars until he is at least 70. At issue are several complicated legal points, including questions of sentencing and evidence suppression, said Barbara Kamm, his appeals attorney, who is with the state appellate defender's office.

"Interest in the case is (rooted) in the whole notion of this impressive kid at a young age being led astray by an older sister. And I don't know if that merits a review of the case in the public's eye, but from the Korean community's standpoint, people have this feeling that . . . some sort of sympathy should be accorded to him," said Chicago lawyer Sam Shim--a so-called 1 1/2-generation Korean-American who, like Suh, graduated from Loyola Academy.

But more than a humanitarian effort, the modest grass-roots movement illuminates the dynamics of Chicago's quiet and oft-overlooked Korean com- munity.

Through the bars of Cell No. 544 is a glimpse behind the customs, expectations, hopes and fears of a people who find some of their most closely held beliefs challenged by crime and violence as a third generation is born to carry on in big-city America.

"A lot of people in the Korean community are talking about him," family friend Kim Un Ha said of Suh. "His letters caused a lot of interest. People think about their own children."

More than a few in the Korean community would like to see Suh shown a little mercy.

But mostly they just hold tight to his memory so that the lessons therein won't be forgotten.

"How can you look at yourself in the mirror knowing you are breaking your mother and father's heart," Suh wrote to Korean-American gangbangers in the April 18 edition of the Korea Times.

Prosecutor Bob Berlin of the Cook County state's attorney's office said he is not surprised that the Korean community remembers Suh. "I know that the Korean community is very close-knit."

But, he added: "I think the sentence was fair.

"He (Andrew Suh) made the conscious decision to do this," Chicago police Sgt. William Johnston said.

"He was a well-educated young man who graduated with big-time honors from Loyola Academy and ended up with a scholarship to Providence College. And he puts the whack on a guy, strictly motivated by greed, in cahoots with his sister."

All things considered, Suh got off easy, Johnston said.

Since brother and sister landed in prison following their grisly murder pact--executed on Sept. 25, 1993, allegedly so Catherine Suh, 29, could collect on O'Dubaine's $250,000 life-insurance policy--Catherine has shunned her brother. But Andrew remains loyal.

"Blood is always thicker than water," he said. "That's the way I was brought up."

Suh's father, who relied on Andrew to tag along with him everywhere as his interpreter, died of cancer when the boy was 11.

Andrew's mother was killed when he was 13. "I thought my life was over," he said. On Oct. 6, 1987, Suh's mother, who had taken the name Elizabeth, was found dead of 35 stab wounds under a pile of clothes in the back of her Evanston dry-cleaning store.

Once the children were without their parents, their lives descended into chaos, Suh said. "There was a power struggle between me and Catherine."

Catherine Suh was a prime suspect in Elizabeth Suh's murder. But she was never charged because O'Dubaine told police that he was with Suh the morning her mother was slain.

Catherine Suh inherited about $800,000 and didn't hesitate to put the money to use.

She agreed to be interviewed for this story--but only if the Tribune could arrange for her release from prison.

Andrew Suh was found guilty in a bench trial before Cook County Circuit Court Judge John Morrissey. Catherine was convicted in absentia for ordering her brother to kill the 31-year-old O'Dubaine and given a sentence of life in prison.

Their sensational story took its most intriguing turn--and generated the most intense media coverage--after Catherine's disappearance two days before the trial. After being featured on the television show "America's Most Wanted," she turned herself in to FBI agents in Hawaii.

"The Korean community still is governed pretty much by first-generation Korean-Americans who, with their own mores and views of life, dictate much of what goes on in the press--the Korean press, anyway," Shim said.

"(The murder) was something that perhaps caused them to re-examine what's going on with their kids and their generation."

Jay Kim, vice president, editor and columnist for Korean Broadcasting Inc., played down the hold Suh's case has on the Korean community; not everyone in the Korean community is sympathetic toward Andrew. "It's a vicious crime."

Still the very oddity of a Korean being involved in such a crime is one reason it has kept a grip on the community.

"I was a prosecutor for quite some time, and I never prosecuted a Korean defendant. As a fellow Korean-American, it was just really strange to see Andrew Downstate."

Of more than 41,400 inmates in the Illinois prison system, only 15 are Korean.

Now, Suh spends fitful nights in a tiny prison cell. But he smiles easily. Here, Suh taught himself to read his native language by looking at the Korean and English Bibles side by side. Here, he no longer feels the pressures of being the only son, no longer cowers under the spell of his sister, no longer feels the yoke of history or the unforgiving pull of the future.

"Growing up was a tremendous amount of pressure," Inmate No. B72067 said. "Everything I did, I had to do better."

Here, locked in a prison cell, Andrew Suh has found a little freedom.
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Angel won’t let slain boy be forgotten

How Eric Morse got his name back
HOMEWOOD, Ill.

Like any big city, Chicago has a way of reducing people to statistics. But this is the story of a little boy who got his name back.

It happened quietly, miles from the bustle of downtown Chicago: At the rear of a suburban cemetery, on a brisk autumn day, the caretaker placed a headstone on a grave that had gone unmarked for three years. 

"Beloved Child of God," read the inscription. "Eric Morse. Feb. 17, 1989-Oct. 13, 1994."

Tragedy has a name, and it's that of Toni Morse's second-born son. But until earlier this month, Eric--the 5-year-old boy who was dropped from the window of a high-rise on the city's South Side because he wouldn't steal candy for his youthful assailants--lay in an unmarked grave.

The Chicago boy who became famous for the horrifying way he was killed on Oct. 13, 1994, suffered the ironic indignity of being forgotten even as he was memorialized. Until recently, the county morgue had the wrong name, "Morris," on Eric's file. And the lonely little grave in the Garden of the Christus at Homewood Memorial Cemetery bore no name at all.

All that changed after Susan Lindholm of Homewood saw the grave one warm, windy afternoon in early October.

"This is a good story in the time of Thanksgiving: that people in the city have touched those of us in the suburbs--and those in the suburbs have reached back to say, 'Somebody cares,' " said Elaine Egdorf, president of the Homewood Historical Society.

Lindholm, a petite 47-year-old mother of four, was one of 250 people taking a historical society tour of the cemetery Oct. 5 when her group stopped in the section where Eric is buried.

When tour guide Jacqueline Polley, a cemetery employee, announced that the boy's gravesite was nearby, Lindholm asked to see it. Polley pointed out a scraggly, unmarked patch of ground. Lindholm was shocked.

"You can't even tell he's there," Lindholm said. "And I didn't understand how that would be with all the publicity the story had been given."

The family could not afford a marker; the cemetery donated the gravesite. Eric lies among strangers in a graveyard devoid of any relatives.

"She really picked up on that and kept following me, asking all these questions," Polley said of Lindholm. "She felt so bad that a boy who would be about her son's age was buried in an unmarked grave."

Lindholm called Polley the next day and told her she wanted to see about putting a marker on the grave. Her resolve grew a week later when she read a story in the Tribune in conjunction with the anniversary of Eric's death.

So she launched a communitywide fund drive that within a month and a half had netted enough to buy a gravemarker for the South Side boy she never met.

"I felt like this little boy was so alone there, and I wanted angels on the stone," Lindholm said.

She also knew the words she wanted there. She visited the cemetery office and within 20 minutes had selected and ordered a stone, Polley said. The hard part was figuring out Eric's birthdate--a process that led to further confusion, over the spelling of his name.

A call to the morgue led to confusion at first; they had a birthdate--but was it Eric's? The morgue had the boy's file marked Eric Morris. Finally, with the morgue's help, Polley and Lindholm decided it was the same person. Eric's family could not be reached for clarification, Polley said; the cemetery has no names or numbers on file for any relatives because none ever has stopped in the cemetery office, she said.

It was the kindness of strangers on which Lindholm was counting when she placed donation-collection cups at four Homewood-area businesses: Care Cleaners, the Homewood Historical Society, Insight Awareness Center and X-Treme Bean Coffee Shop. Also collecting money for the stone were South Suburban Co-op and the Universalist Unitarian Church of Park Forest.

On Nov. 11, the grave marker was put in place. Earlier this week, Lindholm gathered the donated money and drove to the cemetery. Handing over several hundred dollars in mostly single bills, she paid for the stone she had ordered, which the cemetery had arranged to sell to her at cost. And then she bought some little, plastic sunflowers--inspired by a poem that a friend of Eric's had read at the funeral.

"You hear so many stories about sad things in the world, it's nice to have something that's upbeat," Egdorf said.

With exactly one nickel left over, Lindholm walked out to the gravesite. Not far away, at the very back of the cemetery, is a large stone memorializing the victims of the heat wave of 1995. The largest mass grave in Cook County is here, Egdorf said; 62 unclaimed heat victims, almost all of them elderly, were buried here in wooden boxes.

But the death of Eric Morse, killed at the hands of two boys not old enough for their voices to have changed, speaks of a great cold. "I was touched and moved by the double tragedy of this story," Lindholm said, referring to the effect of Eric's death on the brother who had tried to save him.

On Tuesday, as she prepared to take a photograph of the boy's gravesite, Lindholm arranged the little orange flowers at the base of the new marker and brushed snow from the small, gray stone.
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The bard of the blues

Shakespeare wrote in ‘Henry V’: ‘Men of few words are the best men.’ Jay Williams, an intensely private Chicago bus driver by day, just might prove him right


Jay Williams saunters across the ages and out onto the stage, his baggy clothes swaying as he launches into the prologue of a Shakespearean play. By night, Williams transports Chicagoans to Agincourt, France, circa 1415.

By day, he takes them to Jeweler's Row, in the shadow of the "L" tracks along South Wabash. 

Williams, a small man with a rigid demeanor, drives the 157 bus for the Chicago Transit Authority. He also sings the blues, a talent that won him his first professional theatrical role: that of the chorus in Shakespeare Repertory Theater's production of "Henry V," which opened this month at the Ruth Page Theater on North Dearborn Street.

Giving texture to the wartime angst of a king are the trials of a quiet, intensely private city bus driver whose part in the play is set to a blues arrangement--and belted out as if he were performing in the smoky confines of the Checkerboard Lounge.

Williams, sought out for interviews by CBS and the "Today Show," is a reluctant star--by turns a national celebrity and a nondescript Chicago bus driver, whose foray into the spotlight from one of the city's countless anonymous jobs serves as a reminder: The streets are full of hidden talent.

"Every time you get on a bus or get in a taxi or walk by a construction site, there are great surprises behind those overalls," said Barbara Gaines, the artistic director for Shakespeare Repertory who became enamored of Williams five minutes after she met him, deciding he was the man for the job after hearing him sing "My Girl."

Here, the secret Chicago: In the city's water department, microbiologist Don Ptak, who becomes a jazz musician at night; in streets and sanitation, dispatcher Nick Mungari, whose talent for non-singing parts at the Lyric Opera of Chicago won him a role alongside Placido Domingo; at CTA, a part-time driver who sometimes sings with the Milwaukee Opera.

Famous for the blues, Chicago has seen the rise of all manner of common-man luminaries, including Jimmy Yancey, the oft-imitated pianist and composer who held down full-time work as a groundskeeper at Comiskey Park.

"This department has over 2,000 people," said Renee Prejean, spokeswoman for the water department. "So there's probably other stories out there."

This, the story of James C. "Jay" Williams, is one of them.

Like the life of Henry V--the 15th-century English king whose war on France is the subject of the play--the life of Jay Williams might also be set to a blues score. It's a Chicago story, a song in four-quarter time that began years ago when Williams lost a brother to drugs and started singing the blues in earnest. It continues Sunday afternoon, the next act being played out in a cramped theater in the city with another performance of "Henry V," which runs through March 15.

As the chorus, Williams sings all the prologues and the epilogue. He is the only cast member not in costume. Some have criticized the play for mixing bard and blues.

"It's sort of Shakespeare meets Chicago," said Stephen Kunken, who plays the role of Henry V.

Kunken had his doubts in the beginning. "I think everyone sort of felt that way," he said.

"Then, this guy came into the room and just blew the doors off the play."

Gaines, who came up with the idea, said she thought it was a natural combination.

"The thing that gave me the idea was Shakespeare himself," she said. "The choruses, with the exception of the epilogue, are like a press agent's exaggerations. The scenes undercut everything the chorus has just said, so it seemed the blues would be very cool for it; blues can be like gospel or very sarcastic. You can mix the two together very well, soul and sarcasm."

Williams was the only singer to audition for the part of the chorus. Pianist Alaric "Rokko" Jans, who now has composed the scores for seven productions of Shakespeare Repertory, recommended him to Gaines. Jans and Williams perform together at weddings and other events in a society band called The Associates.

Williams has sung with Lefty Dizz, Big Time Sara and others. But this is one blues singer who doesn't want you to feel his pain. The guarded Williams, a father who is in his second marriage, hesitates when asked about the details of his personal life--especially the death of his brother 28 years ago.

"I do like my privacy, when I can get some," Williams said. "I do like the time that I have away from performing--away from working with, for and around people. But, as far as performing goes, it's just something I've been involved with for a good portion of my life. I enjoy it."

Williams marked his 20th anniversary as a CTA driver Feb. 2, garage manager Mary Ann Gorman said. He is an excellent employee who works hard; Williams has garnered several commendations from the public, Gorman said.

But even regular passengers such as Shirley Murphy--who is familiar enough with Williams to needle him as she boards the 157 for a ride to work on Jeweler's Row--were surprised to learn that Williams sang the blues in a Shakespeare play. The low-key bus driver doesn't speak with a song in his voice. He doesn't even smile that much.

The long journey of Jay Williams brings him this morning to the corner of Adams and Canal streets, where Murphy climbs aboard his bus. But it began more than 40 years ago.

He started singing when he was only 4, using a broom handle for a microphone and shutting himself in the bathroom of his family's West Side home so his voice would echo off the marble floor.

By the time Williams was 12, he was singing with friends.

By the time he was 18, he was singing the blues for real.

It was then that his 16-year-old brother lost his life to barbiturates--a time Williams doesn't like to discuss but which affected him profoundly and shaped him for life.

"I kind of went into a shell," he said. "I didn't like people getting close to me. It's hard to trust people all the time after you see something like that happen.

"We were pretty close, and he was just taken away from me."

Williams immersed himself in his music, focusing on the blues. He sang with a band in high school. He sings in clubs around Chicago, though recently his performances on the circuit have been curtailed as he has concentrated on the play.

He thinks of his brother still.

"Sometimes I wonder how that would have been if he had continued living and could have been here," Williams said. These are the things that give a blues singer the blues.

"Sometimes you see something on the street that touches you," he said. "Or, sometimes, on a rainy day, the sound of the rain on the sidewalk or the wipers on the windshield."

So many people getting on and off the bus: "I know everyone has a different story," he said.

"Somebody's got to drive the bus. Somebody's got to broadcast the news. And somebody's got to sing the blues."

Another performance winding down, Williams climbs up on stage in front of all these people so he can disappear. The best blues are a kind of magic.

"Still be kind, and eke out our performance with your mind," he sings, in the darkness a blue note lingering.

Chicago Tribune, Monday, November 19, 2001

Homefront: An American journal 

The coming of the anti-Berkeley

Now the most ardent activists are Republicans

BERKELEY, Calif.


If you thought you knew all there was to know about the University of California-Berkeley--crazy, tie-dyed, hippie-radical Berkeley--then consider Anka Lee.

The 21-year-old political science major showed up for a recent campus war forum wearing a blue windbreaker and an Army-style haircut--the new face of activism. 

Two days after the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks in the United States, Lee created an uproar reminiscent of the 1960s by issuing a statement expressing support for America and calling for the terrorists to be "hunted down and punished."

The resulting furor surprised Lee, who subsequently lost friends, endured hard stares and argued with fellow officers of the Democratic organization on campus. He also had to contend with a flood of rancorous e-mail, some calling him a privileged white boy despite being a first-generation Asian-American, whose father still lives in Hong Kong. 

"This has always been a very, uh, unique place," he said.

Few people would dispute that statement. But Lee's experience notwithstanding, Berkeley today is a different place compared to its 1960s version, when it was a bastion of the counterculture left. In fact, some people here think the campus now is more conservative than the surrounding city, whose congressional representative, Barbara Lee, cast the only vote against giving President Bush the power to use force against those responsible for the terrorist attacks.

The City Council caused another uproar last month by passing a resolution that called for an end to the U.S. bombing of Afghanistan "as soon as possible." Fire Chief Reginald Garcia endured a firestorm after his department ordered American flags off trucks for a day out of fear protesters would yank them off.

"It really set badly with the firefighters," Garcia said. "The thing just blew up in a minute. We've been inundated with e-mails from people across the country.

"Berkeley is one of those mythological communities. Some people heard about what happened and probably thought, 'Oh, those communists are at it again,'" he added.

Yet for many, Lee's emergence on campus as a more conservative voice is ample evidence that the university is vastly different than during the Vietnam War protests of the 1960s when the campus emerged as a bastion of the counterculture left. His statement and what happened afterward--a rift among campus Democrats--illuminate how times have changed.

"The caricature is of a bunch of hippie radical anti-authoritarians--professional protester types," said Bruce Cain, director of the Institute of Governmental Studies at Berkeley. "But in reality what we have in Berkeley is a mixture. It's a different Berkeley than in the '60s and '70s."

Some changes natural

Some of the changes speak to changes in the world, while others can be traced to changes at Berkeley, said Matteen Mokalla, the 20-year-old founder and editor of the non-partisan Berkeley Political Review.

"I think what the country doesn't understand is we're not the same campus we were in 1968, and this is not the same war," Mokalla said.

The new Berkeley is not the antithesis of the old, however. Though several outspoken pro-war and pro-U.S. student groups have cropped up since Sept. 11 and American flags have been displayed outside fraternity houses, anti-war fliers abound on Sproul Plaza and groups such as Rise to Peace gather faithfully at night in empty classrooms.

"I'm Holly, and I keep re-realizing what we're doing," Holly Wagenet said one recent night as Rise to Peace members took turns introducing themselves.

"I woke up this morning and thought, 'Oh my God, we're bombing Afghanistan,'" she said.

Colleague Elise Dekoker said: "We have to condemn the violence that happened Sept. 11, and we do need to bring it to justice. But I think we do need to go against the bombing because there are people over there who are starving and we're increasing the refugee population."

Even now the Berkeley campus remains far enough left of center that Lee, who once thought he was a good Democrat, sometimes feels more in tune with Republicans.

"The politics at Berkeley is so odd," he said. "I grew up thinking I was liberal. But since I got to Berkeley, I've been accused of being a war-mongering privileged white boy. I guess that's why people call this place Berzerkeley."

It still isn't easy being a Republican at Berkeley, said Michael Davidson of the GOP's student chapter. "We still get the middle fingers," he said.

The results of a citywide poll by the Institute of Governmental Studies and the Contra Costa Times newspaper seemed contradictory at first glance. A majority of respondents expressed support for Rep. Barbara Lee and President Bush.

Those opposing forces and seeming incongruities are personified by City Council member Kriss Worthington.

Worthington, 47, was friends with Mark Bingham, a Berkeley graduate who was among the passengers who are believed to have fought the hijackers on United Flight 93 that crashed in rural Pennsylvania.

Worthington wears a button that reads, "I agree with Barbara Lee." But he also wears a Statue of Liberty tie, and another with the American flag.

"People at peace rallies come up to me and say, 'You should chop up that tie,'" he said. "I tell them we're fighting for the dream of what America stands for. Why take the symbol of our Democratic dreams and values and hand it over to the reactionary people?"

Avoiding impeachment

Worthington, who voted for the council's resolution against bombing Afghanistan after persuading its sponsor to tone it down, also dissuaded other officers of the campus' Democratic organization from impeaching Anka Lee as club president.

Mana Barari, one of the club's two vice presidents, was angry that Lee had issued an opinion that identified him as president of the campus Democrats without consulting the group. Several days later Barari and the club's other vice president, Denise May--neither of whom necessarily agreed with Lee's opinion nor appreciated his presumption that they would--cornered him and took him to task.

Lee, stunned and angered by the confrontation, still speaks of it breathlessly. He said he didn't think prior approval from the club was necessary because his statement seemed so innocuous.

"My feeling is it was at a time when terrorism had attacked the country, and I think it was different in that it was not any domestic or public policy issue, it was just standing behind the country," Lee said.

The club split down the middle. Of its 40 or so active members, a handful quit after Lee's statement, Barari said. Others who were checking out the club decided against joining.

For their part, May and Barari stayed with the group but made Lee promise not to speak for them or the campus Democrats again.

Despite the reaction, Lee thinks support for the war in Afghanistan is strong at Berkeley. The campus has had its share of demonstrations for and against the war.

But anti-war rallies and peace marches have waned in volume and attendance, Mokalla said, while groups such as United Students for America--a flag-waving outfit led by Sean Wycliffe, a first-generation American whose parents were born in Bangladesh--have grown.

"Since Sept. 11, there's been a lot of anti-American sentiment around here," Wycliffe said. "On Sept. 11 you could hear people saying that America deserved this. There's a lot of us who didn't agree. And so we got together and formed this group."

For all the give and take, Lee reluctantly remains the most high-profile pro-war activist on campus.

"I think the military is the only option in this case," he said. "I generally do not favor military action. If I were living during the Vietnam War, I probably would be protesting against it. But this is different. We were attacked."

Chicago Tribune, Friday, August 29, 1997

With Big John, comfortable rock not a hard place

Facing north, a summer twilight reflected gold in his glasses, John Klarner begins to whistle.

Sue Taxey, who is half a block away waiting to cross the street, doesn't hear--or at least pretends not to. But when the college student returns a few minutes later, she stops to greet Big John. 

"I just wanted to tell you, I picked up a copy of 'Steppenwolf,' " she says, referring to the Hermann Hesse novel.

"Very cool."

Klarner is pleased. A woman he knew long ago compared him to the title character--a sensitive outsider set against the backdrop of a self-absorbed society. Years later, a restless lifetime behind him, the comparison still seems apt.

It has been a long journey for the 64-year-old Klarner. The Chicago native has had his days, but never his years. He never settled down; never married in the conventional sense; never had children; bounced from job to job; and, when he retired, wished he could do it all over again--only differently.

"I realize it was a tremendous waste," says Big John, whose work history is littered with promising but short careers ranging from medical research to publishing.

But a strange thing happened when his odyssey ended up on the rocks: Klarner found his calling.

Amid the hurry-up swirl of cyclists and joggers on the summer streetscape of the North Side, Klarner--a man who moves as if underwater--defines his world in relief: He can be found almost any hour of the day or night perched, unmoving, atop one of two decorative boulders outside the high-rise apartment building at 2740 N. Pine Grove Ave.

And almost always there will be a small, diverse crowd of people there, with the man on the rock supplying introductions all around.

Klarner, a 13-year resident of the apartment building across the street, slows down the residents of this bustling neighborhood, brings them together, gives them a sense of who they are. In a cappuccino neighborhood, Big John on the rocks is a sloe gin fizz; in an age of frantic volunteerism, his civic duty is sitting on a rock.

"Some people think of him as a bum because they see him sitting there on that rock," says Jatin Patel of the Diversey Discount. "But many people think of him as a consultant."

Says 17-year-old Brian Araki: "Everybody knows the man on the rock."

Now, having gotten Taxey's attention in the fading light of a summer day, Klarner launches into a discussion of literature, theology and the art of modern living.

"The Old Testament is 'The Little Prince,' " he says. "The New Testament is 'The Catcher in the Rye.' "

Those who bemoan the lack of community in a fractured America should meet Big John Klarner. He trades barbs with taxi driver Bob Greene, who veers off the road to chat on his way to return a wallet he found in the back seat of his yellow cab. He trades books with neighbor Margaret Snyder.

Klarner is vintage Chicago, Snyder says.

"It's a distinctly flavorsome city, and John is Chicago people," she says.

Klarner's ability to converse on so many different levels reflects the depth and breadth of his intellect.

Betsy Schwartz, an old friend who works with Chicago's sister cities program, once called on Big John to serve as a translator in a conference call with Hamburg officials.

Klarner, who says he studied at the University of Hamburg after graduating from the University of Illinois in 1954, is fluent in German. He also claims to speak, with varying degrees of proficiency, three other languages.

"He's just so smart and interesting," Schwartz says.

Schwartz came to know Klarner as his supervisor at Children's Memorial Hospital, where Big John was a volunteer tutor in the 1980s and early '90s.

"He did a great job," she says."

"That was the greatest joy of my life," Klarner says.

This, after all, is his calling. "I'm a frustrated pediatric neurologist," he says. Big John: there to smooth out the rough edges. Long after he is gone, passersby might wonder why the bigger of the two boulders by the curb is so much shinier on top. But now he looks as if he might always be here on these rocks.

"They have a tranquilizing effect," he says dreamily, the traffic light at the end of Pine Grove reflected red in his glasses.

It puts him in mind of German poet Henrich Heine. Epic poems have been written about men crashing on rocks. Big John gets a newspaper story. That's Chicago.

Chicago Tribune, Sunday, August 10, 1997

Children take charge in Bud Billiken parade

Spectators line the streets for South Side back-to-school march

This is how a 5-year-old with a red balloon took back the streets from the gangs.

Thomas Johnson scored a small victory Saturday--he and all the other children among the hundreds of thousands who gathered along King Drive from 35th Street to Washington Park. 

Innocence prevails on the South Side of Chicago when the big crowds turn out for the Bud Billiken Back to School Parade.

"Nobody's out here banging, nobody's out here selling dope," said Thomas Canty, a clown at the parade. "The smell of the barbecue grills just promotes a certain feeling."

"It celebrates the children," said Casandra Melton, a Chicago attorney who lives in a house along the parade route on King Drive.

Not far from some of the city's most notorious public-housing developments, the parade showed a face of Chicago that was as wholesome as it gets. Children with ice cream on their lips lined up to buy Choco Tacos and lemon-lime pops from men in trucks that jingled.

Just blocks from the parade route are the Chicago Housing Authority's Clarence Darrow Homes, where a boy Thomas' age was dropped to his death three years ago by two youngsters angry that he wouldn't steal candy for them.

"When you don't have a parade, sometimes it's pretty rough," Elmo McClain said. "Usually when you hear sirens, especially at night, you know somebody's been hurt, somebody's been killed."

On Saturday, the lilting songs of the Good Humor trucks were lost for a time amid a wail of sirens that echoed off Joe's Tire Repair Shop, Chop Suey Carry-Outs and the brownstones that line the west side of King Drive. But it was just two red fire engines, numbers 16 and 41, rolling along in the parade.

The festival, an annual event named for a mythical character said to protect children, is the nation's largest African-American parade. Organizers had hoped Saturday's event would draw more than 1 million people. But the parade is a triumph of spirit as much as scope.

The Jesse White Tumblers were there Saturday, bouncing and leaping and twisting and flipping. The team is made up of young people from Cabrini-Green, which has become a national symbol of public housing's woes because of televised images of shootings and drug dealing. But nothing keeps the tumblers down--not even gravity.

Team member Kenyon Boyce, 20, stood stretching before the parade, one leg up on a light post. "It's real famous," he said of the team. "Plus, you get to travel. And it's just fun."

People come from far and wide to watch the Billiken Parade. Many adults with children and grandchildren of their own haven't missed one since they were kids. It's a time for seeing old friends and reuniting with family members.

Willie Pinkston, 52, a diesel mechanic in Jackson, Miss., drove 10 hours for the occasion with his wife and two children. The Billiken Parade provides a backdrop for a reunion with family members in Chicago, which is where Pinkston met his wife.

Also at the Billiken was Charlie Spencer, 38, who hasn't missed a parade for 32 years. He walked down King Drive holding hands with his nephew, 6-year-old Charlie Lee.

"It's just a tradition," he said, "to come out here and see the kids have a good time a couple weeks before school starts.

"It's a holiday."

James Washington, 66, took the day off from working his odd jobs so he could watch the Billiken. "I haven't missed one I can remember," he said.

Then there was Canty.

The 27-year-old had painted his face like a clown and wore a red-yarn wig and an inflatable doll that stuck out in front and back.

"I'm a free-lance parade participant," he said. "I like to see the kids smiling."

"How are ya?" he asked brightly as 8-year-old Ashley Roberts approached, beaming.

She grabbed the doll's hands and held them, smiling.
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A childhood spent waiting

A Cicero boy was 2 when he saw someone strangle his sister and grandmother. Ten years later, officials finally expect to try one man, but they lack evidence to charge a prime suspect



When Dustin Rhynes was 2, he watched helplessly as someone strangled his sister and grandmother in a Cicero apartment.

When Dustin was 7, police arrested a man and charged him in the murders. 

Now the boy is 12, and the baby fat is gone from his cheeks, but still nobody has paid for the crime.

Later this month a judge is expected to set a trial date for Marko Tomazovich, who has sat in jail since 1998, accused of helping to murder Bridget Cannady, 8, and Marilyn Williams, 46, nearly a decade ago.

The protracted nature of the case, while unusual, is not unheard of in the context of an overburdened criminal-justice system notorious for deliberate, and sometimes feckless, machinations. The twist is that, in Tomazovich, authorities have little more to show for their 10-year investigation than a consolation prize, those familiar with the case say. A second suspect, the man believed primarily responsible for the murders, has not been charged for lack of evidence. 

Even if the case is tried in the next three or four months, as anticipated, family members of the victims will not be able to rest in the belief that the matter is finished.

Dustin's terrible knowledge has dimmed and skewed his view of the world. He still has nightmares about the murders, though they are waning. Even now he harbors a simmering anger that sometimes boils over into threatening and fighting with other children.

He constantly reminds his parents to keep the doors locked.

"It's hard on us all," Lucy Rhynes said, "especially my son. For a 12-year-old boy to have dreams of little girls' getting killed . . . "

Her voice trails off.

Over the years, the wait for justice has been uncommonly difficult for Dustin's family. Tantalizing developments that seemed to spell real progress only got lost among the many other tangled threads of the case.

In 1998 Tomazovich was picked up for disorderly conduct in Chicago. Two days later, he confessed he had taken part in the slayings along with the second man, according to testimony in his bond hearing.

Testimony needed

That seemed like a big break. But although Tomazovich allegedly admitted holding Williams while the other man strangled her, his statement alone was insufficient evidence to charge the second man. Prosecutors would need Tomazovich to testify against his accomplice, attorneys familiar with the case have said.

Marcy O'Boyle, a spokeswoman for the Cook County state's attorney's office, declined to comment in detail but noted that capital murder cases in general tend to drag on.

"The amount of time in this case is unusual but not unprecedented," O'Boyle said.

As the years have passed, Rhynes, a woman with dark, wary eyes and a hard set to her jaw, has grown bitter and frustrated. "I think the law really sucks," she said.

Her husband, Kevin, said they had not seen any justice. "This is not a happy ending."

More inaction

On Jan. 28, Tomazovich stepped quietly before a judge for yet another hearing at which no trial date was set.

The hearing, a three-minute affair, reflected the excruciatingly plodding progress of the case. Lawyers discussed with the judge the kind of basic evidence usually nailed down in the first hours of a murder investigation. The state, which recently asked to have Tomazovich re-fingerprinted, asked for time to analyze further an unidentified latent fingerprint lifted from the scene of the crime, according to defense attorney Dean Morask.

For the first time, the Rhyneses were not in the courtroom to hear any of it.

Still hope for justice

Though they cling to hope that the system will work somehow in the end--"I would hope to get justice some day soon," Lucy Rhynes said--they saw no point in making the long trip from Downstate to Maywood to attend one more brief and seemingly pointless hearing.

A trial date was supposed to be set on Feb. 20. But it wasn't. The decision was postponed until Friday, when it was delayed again, to March 21.

"This is what I would love to do," said Lucy Rhynes. "I would love to take a picture of Bridget when she was 8 to one of those people who do an artist's rendering on a computer of what she would look like now."

If not for what happened that rainy night 10 years ago, Bridget would be a senior in high school now, her mother said. She would be 18, on the verge of prom night and graduation day and life.

After the murders Rhynes and her husband moved to rural Downstate Illinois to get away from the city, escape the past and hide from the killer. But they can't put the pain behind them, at least until the killer or killers are brought to justice.

"I moved here for the safety of my family," Kevin Rhynes said. "We weren't eating, we weren't sleeping, we had pistols, rifles."

"I was scared," Lucy Rhynes said. "I love it out here. You don't have to worry about the traffic. But you never heal."

Lucy Rhynes keeps Bridget's ashes in a wooden urn surrounded by angel figurines.

"I just wanted her with me," she said. "When I was young my sister was killed and buried in Kansas, then we all moved out of Kansas and left her there alone. I didn't want that to happen to my little girl."

Uncommon brutality

The deaths of Bridget Cannady and Marilyn Williams were unusual for their brutality and for the Cicero Police Department's frustrating failure to solve them.

Lucy Rhynes found Dustin asleep and unharmed in the living room when she arrived to pick up her children from her mother's apartment the morning of Aug. 29, 1993. Then she found her daughter and mother dead in the bathtub.

Dustin identified 2 men

In statements later deemed unusable in court, Dustin, who saw his sister raped and strangled and his grandmother suffocated, identified two attackers: Tomazovich, who rented the downstairs apartment in the two-flat, and a man who had rented a back room from Williams and dated her daughter Lucy.

Though the other man had moved out, he still came around occasionally, looking for a free meal and odd jobs to do, according to police and court records. At the time, neither Williams nor her daughter Lucy knew he had a rap sheet that included a 1991 conviction for criminal sexual abuse and at least two other arrests on sexual-assault charges.

From the beginning, witnesses linked both men to the scene, if not the crime, but investigators were at a loss. The Cicero detective assigned to the murders was overwhelmed by a case she has acknowledged was more complicated than any she had worked before. Key evidence was overlooked or lost.

Later that detective, Darlene Sobczak, was implicated in the corruption that has plagued the Cicero police force. She received a three-year sentence in 1999 for shaking down an extended family by exaggerating or inventing evidence against them.

Possessed of only spotty circumstantial and physical evidence and no apparent motive, police and prosecutors were left with a case built primarily on suspicions and the statements of a 2 1/2-year-old child--none of which prosecutors found useful in a trial.

A breakthrough, they thought

Then it happened: Almost exactly five years after the killings, authorities got what they thought was a breakthrough in the case. In August 1998 they arrested Tomazovich on an unrelated charge and ended up with a confession in the murders.

Tomazovich, a man with a string of petty crimes to his name, had owed Williams at least four months in back rent. She had tried to kick him out, and he was angry about it, police records show. When he and the other man went to Williams the night of Aug. 28, 1993, to ask for money, she refused and they turned on her, Tomazovich told police.

They charged him with two counts of first-degree murder and one count of aggravated criminal sexual assault in the case. Tomazovich has pleaded not guilty to the charges. "He didn't do it," Morask said of his client.

Tomazovich is best hope

Those familiar with the case say Tomazovich is the best hope authorities have for building a case against the other man.

But if Tomazovich refuses to testify against him, prosecutors don't believe they have enough evidence to charge the other man, who is in prison on an unrelated burglary charge. He has repeatedly told family and police he had no involvement in the slayings, according to those close to the case.

The strange and halting progress of the case is mystifying in some ways, said Julie Harmon, a public defender who worked on it until her client's family hired Morask in 2001.

"I don't know why they didn't arrest &lsqb;Tomazovich&rsqb; in 1993," Harmon said. "The prosecution said they have additional evidence now. I question that."

But she added: "It's a potential death-penalty case, so there's no need to rush into this."

Faith grows strong

From the Rhyneses' point of view, there is a need to resolve the case quickly. But if there's more waiting, so be it. Lucy Rhynes hangs on to her faith, which has grown strong since the murders. "I believe there is something out there," she said.

She tells a story about how, when she was 13, a drunken driver struck her sister and left her to die. Several years later the man was himself killed in a car wreck.

"So justice comes around," Lucy Rhynes said. "Mysteriously. But it comes around."
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Mary Cassatt makes a new impression

She is an unlikely celebrity in an age of box-office clout--a birdlike woman with shy, dark eyes, a winsome smile and scant name recognition in the Loop.

But Mary Cassatt is being counted on by the Art Institute of Chicago to fill a considerable void--one left in the wake of a series of blockbuster exhibitions featuring the work of such household names as Monet, Renoir and Degas. 

These are the colors of autumn in the city--impressionist paintings featured in a recent string of fall-and-winter shows that have packed the venerable museum's staid, gray exhibition rooms, caused long lines to form in the gloom on South Michigan Avenue, generated new memberships at the Art Institute, garnered world attention and created great expectations.

But last week, in the dim light of a nearly empty room tucked deep inside the Art Institute, workers in black shoes and art aficionados in bright smocks carefully set about building an exhibition with a twist: The luminous scenes being hung here in preparation for a retrospective scheduled to open Oct. 13 are windows on a woman's world.

Though revered by her contemporaries and validated by art critics, the bright, often sketchy work of Cassatt--an unabashed career woman who followed her dream into the domain of men to become arguably the preeminent female impressionist of her day and one of the relatively few women painting then--represents a departure of sorts for the Art Institute: She is a lesser-known artist--even in Chicago, where Cassatt had connections that ran through what was once the grandest home in the city.

Last season's 81-day Renoir show, which was roughly as long and came at the same time of year, drew about 500,000. Before that, the wildly successful 1995 Monet exhibition drew almost 1 million people during its slightly longer, 18-week run. By comparison, museum officials expect "Mary Cassatt: Modern Woman" to draw only about 250,000 before closing Jan. 10.

Member previews start Thursday.

"It isn't like baseball, where we're trying to top our record every year," said museum spokeswoman Eileen Harakal. "I know that's Chicago's mind-set right now, and it's great for baseball, but it's not what museums are all about."

Museum officials are not trying to build or capitalize on great expectations for a fall exhibition, Harakal said. Cassatt is riding no man's coattails.

"It's not intended to be our annual fall show," Harakal said. "It's really a coincidence that we've done this three years in a row."

The Cassatt exhibition will be promoted differently. "Some of our advertising is aimed particularly at women, in publications we feel will reach a lot of women," Harakal said. And it is expected to draw a somewhat different crowd. "We certainly are expecting many women to come," Harakal said.

The work of Cassatt--a single woman best known for her paintings of mothers with children and of women alone, reading--is important not only artistically but also socially and deserving of a show regardless of the artist's relative drawing power, Harakal said.

"Cassatt was an American, the only American among the French impressionists and one of only two women to paint with them. She was one of the most important figures in American art. But the general public really doesn't know many artists' names. So, yes, it is not the same as Renoir or Monet or even Degas," Harakal said.

Cassatt, who died 72 years ago, must make a name for herself all over again in the shadow of her male contemporaries.

"You go, girl," Leslie Mishel, 37, of Edgewater said after plunking down money Wednesday for tickets to the exhibition.

Mishel, hurrying off to one of three jobs she holds down while attending the Institute for Clinical Social Work, was one of the few Chicagoans among the lunchtime throng bustling past the front of the museum last week who could say they knew of the painter with Chicago connections.

"But I can't say I know a lot about her," Mishel said.

Surendra Chhabra, 39, knew even less.

"I have not heard of her," said Chhabra, a structural engineer in the Loop.

Once, Cassatt was no stranger to Chicago. Long before the Art Institute began planning a retrospective of Cassatt's paintings and prints, some of her paintings had found a place of honor in Potter Palmer's Gothic castle on Lake Shore Drive.

Palmer, the Chicago businessman known as the "Father of State Street," built the mansion on a swampy beach near Banks Street, using part of a fortune acquired in real estate, retailing and hotel investments. It was a turreted showplace stocked with impressionist paintings, including works by Renoir, Monet, Pissarro, Degas--and Cassatt.

It was Cassatt who steered Palmer's wife, Bertha, toward collecting impressionists, including many of the works that now shape the Art Institute's famous collection.

The Palmer attic, many suspect, was the final resting place of Cassatt's great mural for the Woman's Building at the World's Columbian Exposition, inadvertently lost when the mansion was demolished in 1950.

Cassatt was in the city the day of the Chicago Fire in 1871. She escaped with her life, never to return. Her greatest success still lay before her then, across the Atlantic Ocean, where she would fall in with the French male impressionists who became enamored of her work.

"She was one of few women who really had a sustained career and who produced not just a few paintings but a sustained body of work," said Diane Dillon, an assistant professor of art history at Northwestern University.

Cassatt was a versatile and gifted artist whose work ranges from exquisite, luminous portraits to some of the best woodblock prints by an American, Harakal said.

"Much of her work is about women, and her paintings are very realistic and very substantial, but they also progress richly over time," Harakal said.

"Yes, there are many mothers and children in her paintings, but there are other women, women at the opera, women reading in solitude, women with friends having tea."

The subject matter of Cassatt's work reveals much about her independence, Dillon said. Unlike many of her male contemporaries, she would not paint nudes.

"Her pictures delineate an alternative role for women. These are women who are intellectual, keeping up with the times, reading newspapers--not just being social ornaments," Dillon said.

Cassatt was a woman ahead of her time.

"For a woman to find a vocation or any sort of career was unusual, but serious painting was almost completely the province of men," said museum spokesman John Hindman.

As a single woman traveling through Europe, Harakal said, "that made her modern for her time and also for the subject matter she presented."

Dillon expects the exhibition to be "an eye-opener."

"In her late paintings, she really concentrates on the mother-child imagery. The cold viewer might just read them as sentimental, slightly sappy pictures. But none of those children, or hardly any of them, are with their birth mother. They are pictured with caregivers and nannies, and that really puts them in a whole different light relative to our own time," Dillon said.

Last week, as work crews labored to prepare the Cassatt exhibit, museum security guard Dona Nelson sat alone against a wall, reading--like a Cassatt painting come to life.

Less than 10 feet away on the same wall hung Cassatt's "Portrait of a Lady," in which the artist's mother, too, sits alone--reading.

"She was a pretty brave person," Nelson said of the artist, "to get in there with all those guys and show what a woman could do."
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At school’s assembly, tragedy hits home

The pastor spoke in Spanish. "Miedo," he said, using the word for fear.

The pastor spoke in English: "These are lonely days." 

But the tears a pupil cried on Seward Academy Principal Marcey Reyes' blazer after the pastor spoke at an assembly in the school's gym Wednesday told the story of the day in a way anyone could understand.

Here, in a South Side neighborhood near the old stockyards, a school helps its students make sense of life's hard lessons.

Twenty minutes after the Pledge of Allegiance, Rev. Bruce Wellems--associate pastor at Holy Cross-Immaculate Heart of Mary Catholic Church, the majestic albeit grimy church that stands directly across 46th Street--spoke to a gathering of 6th-, 7th and 8th-graders about the boy who wasn't there.

A 12-year-old pupil was charged this week with the fatal shooting of two neighborhood teenagers. But there was more than one seat empty in Room 305 on Wednesday morning. The boy's classmates had joined the other pupils in the gym for the peculiar teachings of an inner-city pastor.

"You do not kill," Wellems said. "You know. You don't kill, and that's it."

Wellems paused, and the gym grew silent. Before him was a rippling sea of fidgeting pupils in bleached white T-shirts. The dress code at Seward requires every child to wear a white shirt so no one will intentionally or unintentionally wear gang colors.

Issues of violence, gangs and race are part of the hard curriculum at Seward, which sits in the middle of Latin Saints territory amid clapboard houses in the Back of the Yards community.

"I don't think we come to school each day thinking here we are in a volatile neighborhood," said teacher Greg Michie, who went out of his way to offer guidance when he thought he saw the shooting suspect beginning to stray.

"But there definitely are issues we have to deal with. Gangs is one of them. Violence is another. It's shocking. But I don't think people are hardened to tragedy."

The haunting nature of this latest tragedy has caused special concern. Before school Wednesday, parents stood in the basement talking to one another about the killings.

"We come here each day hoping nothing occurred the night before," said Anthony Mejia, an off-duty Chicago police officer who works part-time at the school in the mornings.

Principal Reyes watched closely how the children reacted.

"I don't think the kids grasp the nature of life and death and the finality of things," she said. "I hope to elicit more sorrow from them. I want them to be compassionate people."

After the assembly, a weeping girl in a maroon-and-gold Seward sweatshirt hugged Reyes. The girl knew the boys who were killed.

"A lot of the kids who are going to become gangbangers in the neighborhood, I believe they look at the school as the one positive thing in their life they had," Mejia said. "And they respect that."
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Shifting away from summer and back into the grind

Skyscrapers still tower over Michigan Avenue, but Chicago has disappeared. Inside the gleaming office towers this week is a city in absentia: This is the peak of summer vacation season, and countless Chicagoans are missing.

John Buchanan, for one, could not to be found in the usual places Tuesday. The pastor of Fourth Presbyterian Church downtown returned from North Carolina on Monday but won't go back to work until after Labor Day. "He's coming back Sept. 2--along with everybody else," staff assistant Carol Allerton said, laughing. 

But when they return, all those vacationers will have undergone a strange transformation. This is a city in transition, said Ileana Rucci, who as spokeswoman for the AAA-Chicago Motor Club knows a crossroads when she sees one.

"Everyone kind of changes gears," Rucci said. "With school starting, it's kind of like get-down-to-business time in the work force."

The passing of summer in the city is felt. In the lengthening of Fridays. On the neck of advertising executive Tom Hall, who stops wearing his teenage son's Phish T-shirt to the office and starts wearing a tie. In the human heart.

Forget fiscal years and calendar years. The year that ends Sept. 1 might be the most important of all, said Alan Entin, a family psychologist in Richmond, Va.

"New Year's in some ways is a very artificial demarcation of time on the calendar, and we celebrate it Dec. 31," Entin said. "But that's really no different than any other day.

"The end of summer really is a new year in most ways for people, because they're starting new schools, new classes and, probably, new projects on the job."

The start of a new year Thursday for Chicago Public Schools will bring vacation season to a sudden close after a final, frenzied week, Rucci said: "Typically it's the attitude, 'This is the last chance we've got to hit the road.' " Soon Chicagoans will begin scheduling business trips instead of leisure travel, Rucci said.

"I think we all have inherited the back-to-school syndrome," Hall said. "Even as adults, there's something that happens to us psychologically at this point in time."

For many, September brings an adrenaline rush, said Entin, a past president of the American Psychological Association's family psychology division.

"It's a time of looking forward and getting back to work, a time of rebirth," he said.

It's also a time of getting back into clothes that scratch and bind.

During the summer, Hall--chairman of the Chicago advertising firm of Ogilvy & Mather Inc.--digs T-shirts out of the piles left by his two teen-age sons, and the 58-year-old CEO goes to work wearing the logos of musical groups such as Toadies and Phish.

Ogilvy & Mather handles some big accounts, including retail behemoth Sears, Roebuck & Co. But like a large number of businesses in the Chicago area, the agency has found a way to honor the lazy season while continuing to get its work done. Since Memorial Day, work ends at 1 p.m. each Friday.

But after Labor Day, the rush to Christmas begins for clients such as Sears; Fridays grow longer; and Hall begins wearing suits again.

"After Labor Day, bang, it's like somebody shoves another program into your head," Hall said. "And the next day I'm dressed by Brooks Brothers."

It's about more than clothes, though. "There is a different feeling," he said. "You've got calendar years, fiscal years and the psychological season. I think for us this is the beginning of the new year."

Not all businesses feel the change. "I notice very little of that here," Amoco spokesman Jim Fair said. "We tend to be pretty much the same all year 'round: pretty busy.

"I know my wife's world will change when the kids to back to school. But it has no effect on me."

"It really depends a lot on the business," said Keith Murnighan, a business professor at Northwestern University. "Some are going to have a big crankup getting ready for Christmas season."

Generally, however, it pays for almost any business to allow employees to loosen up occasionally, Murnighan said. "You can't be cranked up all the time," he said. "You're asking for burnout. And turnover."

Quaker Oats is one of many firms that observe summer hours. But there comes a time, right after Labor Day, to start cooking up hot cereal. The start of the school year, with its more regular and formal breakfast regimen, is a big time of year for the folks at Quaker, said company spokesman Mark Dollins.

Though summers are busy at Fourth Presbyterian, the final days of August bring a feeling of anticipation as staff members return from vacations and begin gearing up for fall and winter programs at the church, Allerton said.

In summer, attendance lingers around 1,000, she said; after Labor Day, it increases by as much as 500.

"It'll be incredible starting the week after Labor Day, when everybody's back at home and back at school," she said.

"Things are just going to be extremely busy."

Allerton herself took a vacation only last week. "This is like the last chance you have to get away before it gets very busy again," she said.

But there is more to this time of year than looking forward. There is, for just a moment, a pause. It is here that the missing city can be found: In the passage. Caught between seasons. Another summer done.

"Those of us fortunate enough to have an office with windows can look out and imagine a day when we'll arrive at work in the dark and leave work in the dark," Hall said ruefully.

At Ben & Jerry's Ice Cream Parlor on West Armitage Avenue, business falls off as summer wanes. But the feeling is the same as it is in most other businesses throughout the city: limbo.

From a summertime high of 25 employees--mostly college students who leave for school in the fall--the ice cream parlor will cut back to only seven or eight employees by winter, said manager Maureen Bak.

"We're kind of up in the air right now," Bak said. "Everything's crazy."

But when the dust settles, this much is certain: Summer will be gone.
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For coal plant workers, rewards come with risks

JOLIET, Ill.

A fine, black dust settles like nightfall on everything at Commonwealth Edison's coal-fired Joliet Station power plant.

It is on the Queen Anne's lace growing along the railroad tracks leading into the dumper. It is on the catwalks and handrails in the hot, shadowy bowels of the building they call Unit 6. 

It is smudged on worker Bob Schure's arm like smoke near the image of the gun in his Yosemite Sam tattoo.

And it is on Schure's mind--a dark reminder of the dangers that lurk in the seething shadows within a coal-fired power plant.

"You're always conscious of it," said Schure, an 18-year veteran of Joliet Station who lives close enough to the plant to see its smokestacks rising against the sky.

Last week, as news of an explosion at the coal-fired State Line Generating Station in Hammond coursed like electricity through this ComEd facility and every other coal-fired plant in the area, thousands of workers were reminded of the fate they tempt for a regular paycheck.

"It's absolutely a lot of money," said worker Karen Gramza, who gave up nursing school eight years ago for a job at Joliet Station so she could make enough to save for her 15-year-old son's college education. "You don't realize you're going to die for it."

The explosion Tuesday morning, which injured 17, brought to light the somewhat anachronistic life of the decades-old plants whose existence most people had ceased to consider and focused attention on a process usually taken for granted, one that churns on forgotten, 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

Somewhere at a coal-fired power plant, the sweat of men and women who occasionally must labor in temperatures exceeding 150 degrees translates into air-conditioning for an electric customer in Evanston or refrigeration for a grocery on Chicago's South Side.

Down the road from the Joliet Station, in tiny Rockdale, the woman who bakes the cookies at Kramerich's Washington Bakery will arrive for work after 2 a.m., turn on the lights and fire up the oven. But men such as Schure--smudged with coal dust, not flour, and also on the job at 2 a.m.--are just as responsible for the cookies and bread that sit waiting for customers when the bakery opens at 6 a.m.

They burn 15,000 tons of coal a day here, about a trainload, to generate electricity that feeds ComEd's grid for the Chicago area.

Now, as the story of the State Line explosion fades and the public eye turns away, Schure and thousands of other coal plant workers, including more than 300 at the Joliet facility, will be forgotten again to toil anonymously amid the volatile dust that proved so destructive at State Line. Coal dust at the Hammond plant apparently ignited, causing a fireball.

Yet despite the dangers--a yellow banner near the front gate at Joliet reads "Everyone's Safety is Everyone's Job"--this is a place where employees typically have 20 or more years on the job because they like what they do and love the money they make.

"It's not like it's a nice place to work," Gramza said.

With eight years under her belt, Gramza, 40--a Rockdale woman who left factory work for nursing school and then quit that to work at Joliet--is a relative newcomer.

The plant has not done much hiring for years, plant manager Bruce Renwick said; vast expanses of plant floor sprawl devoid of any signs of life, a symptom of the automation that, since 1994, has reduced by attrition the work force at Joliet from more than 500 to less than 350. As much as a coal-fired plant can be, this is a modern, efficient facility.

The grimy turbines and hellish, 2,000-degree fires so bright they'll burn your retina are controlled by a slim, bespectacled man with clean fingernails who sits in a cool control room punching a computer keyboard.

That man, unit supervisor James Haggard, worked years ago operating the boilers with the furnaces at his back.

Parts of the plant remain almost unbearably hot even today. Brian Goddard, a tall, lumbering man, must keep moving his feet so his boots won't melt when he goes on top of the boilers to check the equipment. Temperatures there can reach 170 degrees on a hot summer day.

On Tuesday, another workday proceeded apace even as workers took care to keep up with news of the explosion by monitoring radios and televisions that they were responsible for supplying with electricity.

The State Line building that was rocked by an explosion has a nearly identical sister plant at the Joliet facility.

Many of the workers here and at ComEd's other fossil plants--the company employs 1,738 workers at its coal-burning stations, 1,616 of whom are men-- are armed with high school education and extensive on-the-job training.The union pay scale--ComEd employs 1,250 union workers at its coal-fired plants--ranges from $12.60 to $26.15 an hour.

"We work in an environment that is dangerous," said Steve Stout, 42, of Channahon. "But we take precautions. And this is a great company to work for."

Like many of his co-workers, Stout, who wore a coal-smudged Chicago Bears T-shirt Thursday at work, grew up in the Chicago area. Stout, a Joliet native, was a gas station attendant and post-hole digger before finding work with ComEd 22 years ago.

Goddard works in the plant as his father did before him. The elder Goddard prowled the Joliet plant for 30 years. "I thought with a utility, it would be job security," the younger Goddard said.

While his wife works as a nurse, Goddard, 37, yanks on gloves and opens a furnace door to check the fire. Sweat shines under Goddard's eyes, catching the orange light. This morning he cleaned a conveyer belt of built-up coal, breaking the chunks loose with an airline.

But these days most plant operations--even the intensity of the gas-ignited fires--are monitored, set and guided in the control room. The trains that bring in the coal are operated, once inside the plant, with a remote control.

"The skill and education level have gone up," Renwick said. "You used to have guys doing nothing but shoveling coal for years and years. It's a more technical job now."

Some dangers, though, are unavoidable. The small, black chunks of coal are hauled in by train from Wyoming, where the earth yields a lower-sulfur coal than that mined in Illinois. It is easier on the environment when burned, but it is also dustier, more volatile and, subsequently, more dangerous.

Last summer, workers at the Joliet plant discovered a pocket of smoldering coal in one of the transfer towers there and called in firefighters.

But not all risks are directly related to the coal. Boiler tanks operate under intense pressure that mandates their being suspended from the ceiling so they can expand. "If that ruptured, we'd be dead," Renwick said matter-of-factly.

Schure, a quiet man with a long, red beard and piercing blue eyes, is aware of the risks, too. But he appreciates the vacations and other time off his job affords him. He has two daughters, ages 11 and 13, and a wife, Kathy, who suffers from multiple sclerosis.

"I try to give my kids what we didn't have when we were kids," said Schure, who left a job as assistant manager at a Kmart automotive center to work at Joliet.

For the most part, safety measures and working conditions at coal-fired plants have improved dramatically over the years, Renwick said. Before automation, it took 16 hours to unload a train, Renwick said. Now it takes eight. Workers, who sometimes wear ice vests into extremely hot spots, no longer have to spend long periods of time in those areas.

Much of what employees are responsible for these days is making sure the plant runs smoothly and remains clean.

At regular intervals, coal piles are watered to keep down the volatile black dust. Gramza pulls on yellow rubber boots and hoses down the breaker house. Schure makes sure the coal gets sprayed with foam when it's being unloaded.

Joliet Station--built in an old quarry bottom cut into a pastoral quilt of cornfields and other farmland southwest of Chicago--straddles the peaceful shine of the Des Plaines River. But Gramza is not lulled when she comes to work each day.

"I like to go home alive," she said.
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God was this con-artist’s cover

Fitting his history, alleged kidnapper met girl at church

JONES, Mich.



This snow-dusted rural village of 290 people is missing someone: a 14-year-old girl named Lindsey Diane Ryan, who climbed out her bedroom window before dawn March 1 and apparently hit the road with a con artist four times her age.

The baby-faced teenager's disappearance is a story with a familiar chapter written in cyberspace. Lindsey exchanged secret e-mails with Terry Drake--a 56-year-old ex-con who served time for murder--on a computer in her family's living room. Lindsey and her family met Drake at a church in Goshen, Ind., where he called himself a born-again Christian to curry favor with people. 

Authorities alarmed by Drake's violent past have launched a nationwide manhunt ranging from Michigan to the West Coast. The two have been sighted in Wyoming, near the Utah-Nevada state line and, most recently, in California, which has activated an Amber Alert. Police on Friday were searching motels and campsites northeast of Sacramento, according to the Cass County, Mich., sheriff's office. 

That it all started in tiny Jones, a quiet town nestled amid rolling hills 30 miles northeast of South Bend, might seem unlikely were it not for Drake's habit of insinuating himself into the fabric of small Midwestern communities by posing as a church-going, God-fearing, reformed ex-convict.

"He has the knack--and he admitted to me a couple times--that his way of getting into a community is through a church, and that he can always find a woman in a church whose loyalty and friendship he could win," said Michael Kearschner of Highland, Ind.

"He's dangerous, and he's an excellent con artist."

Kearschner, 53, learned of Drake's dark side the hard way, while living in Evansville, Ind., in the 1970s.

Kearschner, then in his 20s and working as an industrial instrument technician at Alcoa in Evansville, approached the minister of his church, First Assembly of God, and asked if he and others from the congregation could use the church for meetings of a non-denominational Christian motorcycle club.

It was the spring of 1975. The pastor agreed and Kearschner ran an ad in the local paper to find members.

A half-dozen couples showed up at the first meeting, including Terry Drake and his girlfriend, whom he soon would marry.

'Terry had the charisma'

Though the motorcycle club never took off, Drake and his new wife became close friends with Kearschner and his wife, Linda.

"Terry had the charisma to be able to be liked by people," Kearschner recalled last week. "At least on the first couple visits."

The four met at each other's houses two or three times a week for dinner or to watch television. They went motorcycle riding together.

"Terry came across that he was a born-again Christian from a halfway house and that he had met Darlene and attended church with her," Kearschner said.

Drake was an avid fisherman with a fondness for guns but not for hunting.

As their friendship grew, Drake began saying disturbing things that Kearschner was inclined to shrug off as the sick braggadocio of an ex-con trying to shock or impress people.

"He claimed to have spent seven years in prison in Ohio for killing a black man he saw kissing a white woman on a street corner," Kearschner said.

The story wasn't true, said 1st Sgt. Mike Mischler of the Indiana State Police post in Jasper. Drake was arrested on a minor charge in Ohio in the 1960s, possibly burglary, but not murder, Mischler said.

A check of Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections records Friday turned up no evidence of Drake's having spent time in that state's prison system.

"One time he said, 'If I ever saw a girl hitchhiking on an isolated section of highway, I wouldn't hesitate to pick her up, have my way with her and dispose of her,'" Kearschner recalled Drake saying. Despite Drake's troubling claims, they remained friends.

"I just took it as talk," Kearschner said.

Soon the friendship began to wane, however.

"For one thing, he was sort of starting to go out on Darlene, and their church attendance wasn't up and our similar likes were going different ways," Kearschner said.

"The last year I knew him, he had left Darlene and was living with another woman."

In the spring of 1976 the Kearschners asked Drake to watch their house and feed their dog and cat while they went on vacation. They returned to find the house had been burglarized and ransacked.

Three of Kearschner's handguns and the television were gone.

Suspicious of Drake but lacking proof, the Kearschners backed away from the friendship.

"It was a gradual separation of ways," Kearschner said.

By November 1977, Kearschner seldom heard from Drake anymore, though once he "came around in the spring with a new girlfriend, bragging about using Darlene's credit cards," Kearschner said.

But on the morning of Nov. 17, 1977, Drake phoned Kearschner at home, made small talk, asked if Kearschner still worked the 3-to-11 shift at Alcoa and requested help finding a job.

"He was back in Evansville," Kearschner said.

That night when Kearschner phoned home from work as usual at 8, his wife did not answer.

Neighbor's wife slain in '77

When he got home from work at 11:30 p.m. on Nov. 17, 1977, Kearschner could tell that something was wrong. All the lights were on in the house. There was a cigarette butt on the front porch, and neither he nor his wife smoked. There was a roll of duct tape on the floor under a table inside.

His wife of eight years, despite having no car, was nowhere to be found.

Police discovered Linda Kearschner the next afternoon beneath a bridge over the White River in southern Indiana--led to her body by Drake.

Drake turned himself in after hearing on his police scanner that he was wanted. A neighbor of Kearschner's had reported seeing his car--a 1968 blue Chevrolet wagon--pull up to the Kearschner house about 8 p.m. the night Linda Kearschner disappeared.

Drake pleaded guilty to the murder and was sentenced to 30 years in prison, but he was released in 1993, settled in the northern Indiana town of Middlebury, near Goshen, and served out his parole in 1994.

Since then Drake does not appear to have had any other significant run-ins with the law, Sheriff Joseph Underwood of Cass County said.

But when Lindsey Ryan's parents went to check on her the morning of March 1, they found her bedroom door locked, Underwood said. They knocked but got no response. Finally, her father, Patrick Ryan, broke down the door and found the room empty and the window open.

Lindsey, a strawberry blond with blue eyes and braces, had slipped out of her home at night and ridden away, police believe, in a white 1995 Dodge Dakota extended-cab pickup.

The Cass County sheriff's department issued a warrant for Drake's arrest on a felony charge of child endangerment.

Contacted at home, the girl's parents twice declined to be interviewed, saying that police had advised them against speaking any further about the case. But Underwood reported the family was puzzled by their daughter's actions.

Since meeting Drake at church, where he frequently talked about being born again, the Ryans had kept their distance, the sheriff said.

"They knew he had done time in prison, and the family stayed back away from him and didn't have contact with him," Underwood said.

Meanwhile, unbeknownst to her parents, Lindsey was exchanging e-mail with Drake on a computer in the living room.

"They were completely baffled about how any conversations took place and how the exchange of e-mails took place," Underwood said.

Last week a woman in Evanston, Wyo., reported seeing Lindsey and the heavily tattooed Drake buying $181 worth of camping equipment, including sleeping bags, at a local Wal-Mart.

Police later confirmed the sighting through sales records obtained from the store.

Drake and the girl were there about 9 p.m. Sunday, said Dayna Harvey, who stood behind the two in a checkout line waiting to buy dog food.

"The only suspicious thing I saw was the guy was nervous," Harvey said. "He acted like I was getting too close to him or something, I don't know.

"The girl seemed perfectly comfortable. . . . She only made eye contact with me once. She kept pretty well watching him and everything he did."

She heard Drake tell the cashier that he was dying of cancer, had only two months to live and was taking his niece across the country "to see the world."

"I thought it was kind of strange that a man his age would be with a girl so young," Harvey said.

After Drake and the girl had gone, the cashier told Harvey she felt sorry for him because he had only a short time left to live.

Harvey was skeptical.

"He looked pretty healthy to me," she told the cashier.

The next day Harvey saw a story about Lindsey's disappearance on the evening news, she said.

Without waiting for the news story to end, Harvey picked up the phone to call police.
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Shooting provides another grim reminder


At police roll calls across the city Tuesday afternoon it fell to watch commanders yet again to talk to their charges about the shooting of a cop.

"It's a busy night, so let's get to business. You may have heard there's been another officer that's been shot," a sergeant at the Englewood District station told six poker-faced officers assembled for roll call at 5 p.m.--the same time Englewood Tactical Officer Eric D. Lee had started work before being shot to death in an alley Aug. 19. 

This time the announcement was about Joseph M. Airhart, 45, a detective from the Calumet district whose shooting Tuesday morning had left him fighting for his life at Northwestern Memorial Hospital.

Airhart was listed in critical condition with a gunshot wound to the head. It was the third serious shooting of police officer in two months--tactical Officer Brian T. Strouse was killed June 30--leaving cops throughout the city feeling shaken and numb.

"I don't remember anything being this disheartening, this heartbreaking," said Sgt. Pam Burmistrz, who works in the Monroe District, where Strouse was shot while conducting narcotics surveillance in a Pilsen alley.

"Right away, the chill starts. Your heart just sinks."

With the recent spate of shootings, the unthinkable suddenly has become commonplace.

"I have mostly young officers here," said Lt. Edward Kulbida of the Wentworth District. "They've seen so many of these now, they think that's the way it is."

On a wall inside the Wentworth station hang framed photographs of 16 police officers killed in the line of duty. The 16th is that of Michael A. Ceriale, whose shooting death three years ago seemed to usher in a new era of cop killings in the city. Since then, four other officers have been shot to death.

"I make sure my last words out of roll call are, 'Be safe,' and, 'Back each other up,'" Kulbida said. "I don't want to have to call their loved ones."

Rosendo Rodriguez, a three-year veteran of the force who works in the Deering District, said his wife was worried by the shootings.

"She calls me lots," Rodriguez said.

But he and many other cops spoke almost defiantly of the shootings, saying they would not let it overwhelm them with so much concern for their own safety that they would forsake their jobs.

"When we took the job, we knew this could happen. It weighs on our mind even when it doesn't happen," said Pauline Heard of the Wentworth District.

Sharone Brown, also of the Wentworth District, said, "It's not going to stop me from being the police."

Before the 5 p.m. roll call Tuesday, officers at the Englewood station--all of them still wearing black bands on their badges in honor of Lee--talked among themselves about the most recent shooting: where it had happened, what had gone wrong, the unknown dangers of the job.

"Unbelievable. That's two in nine days," an officer in street clothes said.

"Three in two months," another cop added.

At the Wentworth station, Brown piled into a cruiser to respond to a traffic accident while another officer, a male cop whose shift had just ended, stood softly singing a gospel song-- "Lord I just want to be holy"--as he waited for his wife to pick him up.

"That's why I need to go home," he said, pointing into the back seat where three small children sat waiting for their father.
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Mom wrestles with patriotism, grief

Her son was among the first casualties of the Iraq war

LA HARPE, Ill.



The hearse bringing her boy home was white with a black top, a Buick with 40,000 miles on it and a great distance to traverse between the two vastly different worlds of the late Cpl. Evan James.

Donna James walked outside at 11:30 p.m. to watch for it, a mother waiting up one last time for her son. 

Cpl. James, who joined the Marine reserves in Peoria to pay for college, became one of the first casualties of the war in Iraq when he drowned March 24 trying to swim across a canal to gauge a perceived threat on the other side. He returned to the Midwest in April in the cargo hold of a commercial airliner that flew him into St. Louis. And from there the funeral director drove him home, sipping black coffee and wondering how a parent ever finds the strength to cope with losing a child. 

This weekend, amid the patriotism and pageantry of July 4, James' mother continues wrestling with a wrenching mix of emotions that don't make her feel much like holidays or parades or flag-waving. Her son was 20 years old and making smoothies at a health club when he was plucked from an ordinary existence to make the ultimate sacrifice in a war zone on the other side of the globe. His short life and tragic death is an American story for the 21st Century--a bracing illustration of the newly high stakes of being a reservist, a parable about duty and a window on a mother's grief.

"It's not like a holiday," Donna James said before she went on a weekend camping trip with her family. "It's more just like everybody got a day off.

"There won't be a lot of celebrating."

Since March 25, when two men in dress blues came to tell her that her son had died, Donna James has stayed desperately busy. She finds a reason to leave the house and all its dusky memories each and every weekend. She has painted a wall in the house red and turned it into a shrine to her dead son. And she spends a lot of time in the garden, coaxing myriad flowers and ribbon grass from the same hard Illinois earth that holds her son's body just a few blocks away.

In the garden is a pair of her son's old Marine training shoes, size 10 1/2, filled with a sandy mix and serving as planters for two tough cactuses.

Visiting James' lonely, isolated grave last week in a new section of the La Harpe cemetery, Donna James discovered that the flowers there had died and bought some more--daisies and roses, red, white and blue.

Given to dressing in patriotic colors and decorating her house in the same--"Will I wear red, white and blue this weekend? Oh, no doubt," she said--Donna James loves her country and is proud of her son. But she is hurt and angry too. She thinks of the military's growing reliance on and deployment of reserves as a sort of draft--"They can use them whenever they want"--and says that, though her second-born loved serving his country, he never anticipated being deployed to a war zone.

"It's one thing to go somewhere as an engineering unit, like to Nicaragua to build a school," Donna James said. "But to go into war--no, he never thought he would ever be in a war."

What Evan James thought was that he would marry the girl he loved--he made Megan Mueller a pretend engagement ring out of a bread-wrapper twist tie at Christmastime--and open a health club near her dentist's office. James, a muscular fitness buff, was a sophomore studying health at Southern Illinois University in Edwardsville. He had his life figured out.

Then in January, he was deployed to Iraq. And it was there, a fellow Marine told his mother, that James started reading the Bible every day.

"We never saw him do that," she said.

When Donna James received her copy of the military's investigation of her son's death--an inch-thick stack of documents, many scrawled in nearly illegible handwriting--she sat reading it in bits and pieces at the kitchen table and felt as though she were losing her son all over again.

Why did Evan have to die?

Why didn't anyone notice when he went under while swimming across that canal in southern Iraq, loaded with almost 40 pounds of gear?

Why do we feel we have to control every other country?

Donna James is a peace-loving woman who doesn't condone war.

"I don't like weapons," she said. "I'm not even an arguer. Even for somebody to bicker at one another drives me nuts."

It's even worse, she said, now that some people are saying there were no weapons of mass destruction, after all.

"Knowing it accomplished absolutely nothing, that it was all in vain, would make it much worse," she said.

It isn't clear how her husband, Mike, feels about the war and the politics surrounding it--not even to Donna. He doesn't talk about it. Mike, who has an air-conditioning and plumbing business, could barely bring himself to attend the parade and picnic they held June 21 for the returning members of Evan's unit. Neither could Donna. Though she's glad the rest of them are back safe, it's hard seeing the other families made whole again while knowing hers will forever have a void in the middle.

Though most American civilians have had to make relatively few sacrifices since Sept. 11, 2001, many in the military reserves and National Guard have endured extreme financial hardship, or worse. James and another young reservist in his unit, Sgt. Brad Korthaus of Davenport, Iowa, drowned March 24 while trying to cross the briny, cold canal as wide as a football field so they could help gauge a perceived threat on the other side.

The four men who tried the crossing were told beforehand to ditch their bulletproof vests and a few other heavy items, but they still had on 30 to 40 pounds of equipment when they went in the water--including the boots that apparently helped spell James' doom.

Though Korthaus, who once failed a physical-fitness test, went under while swimming, James, after making it nearly all the way across swimming almost vertically, seems to have gone under while trying to trudge out the far side of the canal.

The canal had shallow, mucky shelves extending below the water at both banks, and with the suction of their boots in the mud, some Marines thought the shelves seemed like quicksand. A few found themselves sinking to their knees, unable to pull free without great effort. James, though a muscular fitness buff and expert swimmer, apparently couldn't.

Though nobody saw him go under--one moment a sergeant preoccupied with the struggling Korthaus spotted James grinning that big grin as if to say everything was OK, and the next he was gone--it was clear something had happened.

Navy divers found his body the next morning, just 20 feet from shore.

The mortician charged with bringing James home picked the body up at the airport in St. Louis, where he watched James' coffin being lowered from the cargo hold of an American Airlines jet and loaded on the hearse as passengers on the plane pressed their faces to the tiny windows.

As the funeral director in a small town, Kevin Beals, like his father and grandfather before him, knows at least peripherally many of those he lays to rest. Years ago he had gone to school with James' mother. Now he was bringing her second-born son home to La Harpe in a coffin.

Just before 11:30 p.m. the hearse rolled into the sleeping town past the dark, blind-covered windows of the Tastee-Freeze and the utility poles mounted with colorless Stars and Stripes.

A moment later Donna James walked outside to watch for it. But two doors down and across the street, Beals already had unloaded his precious cargo, turned out the light in the garage and gone inside to bed.
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To us, a Grabowski in Saints clothing

Coach Ditka is back – and still beloved

They are waiting for more than the split-pea soup at the Busy Bee. Waiting for more than a White Sox win at the bars in Oak Lawn. Waiting for more than the "L" or a Bears playoff game in downtown Chicago.

They are waiting for Da Coach. 

From the Polish neighborhoods on the North Side to the Irish on the South, Chicagoans are bearing down on a night of nostalgia and hero worship: Friday night, Mike Ditka returns to Soldier Field as a coach.

This time--though it's hard to recognize him as such--he's a Saint. As New Orleans' coach, Ditka will prowl the sideline in a preseason game against the Bears.

"He's mellowed with us; he's a Saint at heart," New Orleans spokesman Robert Gunn maintained.

But Gunn's unconvincing analysis--Ditka, mellow?--doesn't matter to Chicago, the city where a glowering, unrelenting Ditka became a patron saint.

"Ditka's like Chicago--his attitude, his demeanor, everything about him," said Eddie Lopez, 64, of Wicker Park.

Chicago engineer Ed Sharp summed it up: "Ditka, when he lost, smashed lockers, broke his hand, had a heart attack. I think a lot of people in Chicago like that. He played up the blue-collar thing to a 'T.' "

Still, the best thing Iron Mike Ditka ever did for his image might have been presiding over one of the most frustrating and volatile seasons in Bears history. Because it was that season which sent him on his way.

Like Elvis, Ditka has become so popular since leaving the building that many Bears fans snatching up Saints caps in eager anticipation of his return Friday have forgotten how he left: on a downward spiral.

In 1992, the coach drew the ire of a large number of Bears fans when he chastised them for not showing up at games or cheering enough--even though the Bears were not giving the faithful much to get excited about.

Ditka also was at odds with his players. Bears owner Michael McCaskey fired him at the end of the season.

Not that every Chicago sports fan has a short memory. Some Bears fans still regard Ditka with suspicion and anger--or, at best, ambivalence.

"I was in the minority. I felt he should have been fired," Sharp said as he watched the evening news--and a report about the game--over a bowl of split-pea soup at the Busy Bee in Wicker Park.

But for most Bears fans, the strange transformation of Iron Mike is complete: from irritant to icon in less than five years. Dave Pace, district manager of The Sports Authority, said the sporting-goods retailer recently ordered Saints caps and T-shirts in preparation for a run on the merchandise at its Chicago-area stores. And Bears fans didn't disappoint.

"If you win in this town, people will forgive you," said Tim Keating, a bartender at Michael Jordan's Restaurant.

Some Bears fans stopped following the team when Ditka left, said Tom Deneen of Oak Lawn. Now they are scrambling for tickets.

"Everybody who's going to watch that game here is watching for him," Deneen said.

Many disenchanted fans say they will tune in. So do Chicagoans such as Police Officer Grant McGrane, who hasn't followed Bears football recently.

"I might even watch this one," McGrane said as he leaned on the Formica countertop in the Busy Bee, his police cap hanging on the wall behind him. "I had more of an interest when he was coach because he was a former player."

Ditka is not a native son, and he lived in a well-to-do north suburb here.

His elevation into Chicago lore stems from his gritty personality, his deep roots in the Bears organization and his commander's role in the team's only Super Bowl victory.

"He's part of nostalgia," said Busy Bee customer Henry Janowski.

He's also a character in a battle that some say pits football good and football evil. Ditka's exalted status owes partly to his providing a foil and counterbalance to the reviled McCaskey--a businesslike man who is the coach's opposite in many ways. Chicagoans like to see themselves in Ditka; McCaskey represents the kind of slickness they distrust.

"It's a homecoming for him. It's the first time people are going to see him on the sidelines since he was so-called canned by that slob McCaskey," Michael Janowski, Henry's son, said, sneering.

At Reilly's Daughter pub in Oak Lawn, Deneen, too, came down on the side of the coach--not the owner with the Irish name.

"He's a tough guy--the same as everybody's father in the neighborhood," he said, describing Ditka's appeal.

Like Chicago--a city of neighborhoods with an internationally famous downtown--Ditka exudes ethnicity while transcending it. The best football players, he once said, are "a bunch of Grabowskis."

But Ditka's fans are a diverse bunch. Janowski is an 81-year-old electrician who still works 40 hours a week--and sneers at retirement. But Ron Lerner, 46, is a skinny, pony-tailed mosaic artist who wears an earring.

Which side will they favor when all is said and done Friday night? Billy Goat Tavern bartender Nick Kapranos doesn't have to think twice about that one.

"If Ditka wins, everybody will be cussing," he said.

It will be fun watching, though, said Steve Lebrecht as he ate dinner with Lerner at the Busy Bee, a Polish-American restaurant under the "L" tracks on North Damen Avenue.

"It just makes it more interesting that it's Ditka. He's kind of like the Ozzy Osbourne of football," Lebrecht said.

"Or the Frank Rizzo," Lerner said. "It's in-your-face coaching, an in-your-face personality."

"It's a Chicago mentality," Lebrecht said.

Hank Madej, son of Busy Bee owner Sophie Madej, used to rearrange his work schedule at the restaurant so he wouldn't miss a game. He used to invite friends over to watch, too, and send out for pizza.

But he hasn't done that even once since Ditka left.

At his place of work, the regulars miss Iron Mike.

"Because he's Ditka," Lopez said, stubbing out a cigarette as the "L" rumbled overhead.

Because this is Chicago.
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Doctor follows higher calling all the way to Africa

This is the story of a baby who delivered a doctor.

The rebirth of Dr. John Hobbs began when he lifted into the rush of history a premature infant who defied the odds and survived. It continues Wednesday, on the other side of the world. 

Hobbs, 46, an African-American associate professor of obstetrics and gynecology at Rush-Presbyterian-St. Luke's Medical Center in Chicago, flew to Africa Tuesday with his wife, Zoraida, on a mercy mission: He will spend eight days providing free medical care in a hospital in Dakar, Senegal, that was named for former Chicago Mayor Harold Washington.

In this prickly age of managed health care, most insurance providers would balk at much of what this good doctor does. Saving lives in far-flung countries is only part of it. Hobbs saves souls too. And his story is also a quiet incongruity in an age when many busy professionals bemoan a lack of time.

Hobbs has virtually none he can call his own--but that's by design. He is a rarity: a doctor and a minister rolled into one, with a third identity--college student--thrown in for good measure. Ordained three weeks ago, he is associate pastor at the Progressive Community Center, a non-denominational church on Chicago's South Side, and is working toward his master's degree in divinity at McCormick Theological Seminary.

His trip to Africa, the type of journey a number of doctors take at some point in their careers, is another layer of commitment on what some might say is an overcommitted life.

He agonized about going into the ministry. "I denied it and fought it as much as I could," Hobbs said, "because I would have to relinquish a lot of the worldly desires." Finally he chose to give up the night life and social schedule of a prominent doctor in a big city and followed his heritage. Hobbs, a Tallahassee, Fla., native and grandson of a Southern Baptist preacher, is one of six men in his family who have entered the ministry or who are preparing to.

Carole Norton, administrative assistant with the masters program at McCormick, said Hobbs is the only doctor she has seen go through the program in her nearly seven years with the college.

"Here's a driven person," said Dr. Sebastian Faro, chairman of the department of obstetrics and gynecology at Rush, whose hallways Hobbs has roamed since he was a resident at the hospital, one of the few blacks in 1976. Few doctors choose to take on a second career as demanding as the ministry--especially if their practice is successful, Faro said.

Hobbs is a preacher with the pager. "Some people thought I was seeking a change of careers," he said. "That's not it at all. It's more of an expansion."

Ironically, it was his second career--the one that might have stolen from the first--that made him a more complete doctor. Entering the ministry finally convinced Hobbs to venture forth on a mission that required he have six immunizations and that causes him anxiety and some fear: HIV and AIDS are prevalent in Senegal, and Hobbs is in for some bloody work.

But he might never have entered the ministry had it not been for babies like Diene, the girl he delivered almost six years ago who taught the doctor a humbling lesson: Playing God is for actors, not surgeons.

"Medical school teaches you the God syndrome," he said. "But I realized I don't have control over life. I realized it wasn't me."

The truth is, some who should live, die. And some who should die, live. So it was with Diene, the fragile baby to whom all those women Hobbs will help in Senegal owe a debt of gratitude.

Almost six years ago, Diene set in motion a series of changes that led Hobbs to Africa--a country he had never visited.

Diene was the baby of a nurse who gave birth prematurely. Red and tiny, Diene weighed only a pound and a quarter at birth. But in that fragile baby girl was the power of a band of angels. "That one incident has stayed with me," he said. "It told me I wasn't in control," Hobbs said.

It's a lesson that translates well to the South Side, where the choir at Hobbs' church sometimes has its rendition of the Lord's Prayer punctuated by the gunfire of street gangs.

Inside the Progressive Community Center, a block from the Robert Taylor Homes, Hobbs ministers to a congregation with a "very high population of the rejected, infected, dejected and neglected," he said.

The church stays open 24 hours a day. "It's a refuge for a lot of children," Hobbs said.

The church is a long way from Hobbs' North Side home, with its shiny grand piano and sheer curtains. But though the two lives of John Hobbs might seem light years apart, they will converge Wednesday in Dakar.

Senegal has too many people and too few doctors, and many women who have given birth without benefit of medical attention now suffer the consequences: lingering complications and the stigma attached.

It was a former member of Harold Washington's administration, Sally Johnson, who asked Hobbs last November if he would consider the mission. Johnson, who served as Washington's liaison to Africa, has maintained ties to that part of the world through a Chicago group.



Dr. Leonard Lawson, Hobbs' partner for 10 years and his companion on the mercy mission to Senegal, said it didn't surprise him when Hobbs entered the ministry in addition to practicing medicine. "They're both involved with helping people," he said.

But Lawson cannot name another physician who also is a preacher. The demands of the job are too great.

"Here's a guy with a busy practice," Faro said. "People who have a busy practice have little time for anything else--even their families."

Hobbs makes a point of keeping dinner at home in his schedule: He's at the table by 7 p.m. And he's also taking his wife with him to Africa. The couple have no children together, though Hobbs has two from a previous marriage: Marlon, 20, a student majoring in psychology at Morehouse College in Atlanta; and Delia, 17, who lives with her mother in Mississippi.

While it isn't the norm for doctors to fly off to other countries on mercy missions, neither is it that unusual, said Dr. Jane Jackman, president of the Illinois State Medical Society. In Springfield alone, about 20 of the city's 500 doctors regularly jet across the world providing free medical care, Jackman said. Like Hobbs, many are specialists.

Given his daunting professional life, Hobbs said it's important to stick to some semblance of a schedule: home for dinner by 7 p.m.; studying from 9 to as late as 1 a.m.; up at 6 a.m.; to the hospital by 6:45; into the operating room by 7:30.

Bill Wally, a minister at the church, cannot remember Hobbs' pager ever having erupted during a sermon. "If it has, he hasn't responded to it," Wally said. "There are higher callings than pagers."

But Hobbs is not scaling back his medical practice. He is too much in demand. "John is an outstanding physician," Faro said. Perhaps the greatest testimonial to his skill is the number of nurses who have chosen him for their doctor, Faro said.

So enamored of Hobbs are his patients that 11 of them asked him to induce labor before he left for Senegal. Neither Hobbs nor the hospital approves such a procedure lightly, or the number might have been higher.

Sherone Mayes was adamant about wanting Hobbs to deliver her baby. Standing 5-foot-3 and weighing 115 pounds, Mayes is haunted by the memory of giving birth 16 years ago to a big baby boy. Hobbs had to use forceps to pull her son Jerone into the world.

When she became pregnant again, Mayes turned to Hobbs. "I liked his character," she said. "He seemed to be very caring. And he was funny. He calmed me down and worked with me."

In the last two weeks, Hobbs nervously officiated at the wedding of a patient and baptized a baby he had delivered.

"The impact of that was incredible," he said.

Now, on the other side of the world, he will experience another first, though he hopes to make his mercy mission a yearly ritual.

"I could have gone about a year ago," Hobbs said, "but the transition into the ministry this past year finally pushed me to say, 'Now you must go.' "

That, and the memory of a girl named Diene--now 6 and living in Atlanta.
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Grandfather’s hand lifts boy from urban tragedy

The caretaker can find the little grave only by looking for those nearby. Here: the double headstone of a married couple. There: a somber row of military markers.

In the middle: the scraggly, unmarked grave of Toni Marie Morse's second son, Eric. 

Three years after his death on Oct. 13, 1994, Eric has left a void defined by those around it. But as Eric's family gathered recently to memorialize him and another murdered relative at a gathering in a little beige house on the South Side of Chicago, the family member who could give the most detail to the shape of Eric's absence was not there.

Derrick Lemon--the half-brother who watched helplessly as two older boys dropped Eric out of a high-rise in the projects because he wouldn't steal candy--now lives with his grandfather in a prim little house far from his mother and most of his other relatives.

His story, the little-known epilogue to Eric's death, is that of a life saved; in contrast to the horror of a murder that lingers in the public consciousness, the fate of the forgotten brother, heretofore untold, is surprisingly hopeful.

In many ways, what happened three winters ago on South Langley Avenue galvanized the forces that would work to deliver Derrick from an aimless existence, giving him a family and a home--things Eric never had.

When Eric's death thrust both boys into the national spotlight in October 1994, their public nightmare was portrayed as a great urban tragedy--a metaphor for the cruelty of the city. But the national media that zoomed in on the South Side of Chicago to show a grieving mother mourning her child's death missed the greater tragedy: Eric, born with drugs in his system and allowed to roam the projects unsupervised, had slipped from his mother's life long before he was dropped out a window at age 5.

Morse's seven living children reside in foster homes, with relatives or in shelters, all having been abandoned by their mother or taken into protective custody by the state; including Eric, three tested positive for drugs at birth. Now, three years after Eric's death, Morse is on the verge of losing once and for all the son who survived.

In marked contrast to Eric, Derrick, now 11, likely will slip from his mother quietly--in the relative privacy of a juvenile court room. Her parental rights are about to be legally terminated for Derrick and two other children, one of whom was born with cocaine in her blood. That would clear the way for the possible adoption of the children.

After his own frightening free fall--one that began the same instant as Eric's--Derrick has landed in the home of Alvin Bush, a retiring, unassuming man who reached out to the boy when he needed it most.

Bush, who retired five years ago from a doomed rubber company, is Toni Morse's father. But he makes no excuses for his daughter, who has a long history of using drugs and neglecting her children, according to state Department of Children and Family Services records.

Bush cannot understand why Morse hasn't visited Derrick since the boy moved in with him and his wife, Peggy, in February. But it's more than that.

"It's kind of strange to me for a mother to leave her kids, period," Bush said, quietly.

The Bushes, married 27 years, are Derrick's foster parents. They have not decided whether to adopt the boy, Alvin Bush said. They have two grown sons of their own, both corrections officers at Stateville Correctional Center. And the couple aren't sure they want to begin a family anew in their twilight years.

It will take a while to make that decision, Peggy Bush said. "It's all new to me.

"It's starting all over."

The chain of events that brought Derrick to the Bushes was set in motion in the aftermath of Eric's death. When Morse finally consented three months later to grief counseling for Derrick that had been offered by DCFS and several other agencies, it became clear the boy was having a lot of trouble dealing with Eric's death.

"It changed him a lot," his grandmother, Lela Morse, said. "He wasn't the same person when that happened. He got rebellious and was into different things at school. He was forever fighting.

"But as time goes by, I imagine that coldness will go away."

Derrick's face is expressionless when he talks about Eric. "It makes me feel sad," he said.

Ask Derrick when he's been happiest in his life, and he will pause, look absently out the window, conjure up an image of his dead brother and say:

"When I was with him."

The boys were inseparable, playing in Sherwood Park and in the sprawling Ida B. Wells complex where Eric died. They used to do flips and shoot hoops. But together they were on a path to nowhere, bouncing from home to home and roaming the projects unsupervised.

The last time their fortunes were linked was in a death grip high above the South Side: Derrick, then 8, grabbed hold of his younger brother as Eric was dangled out the 14th-floor window of an abandoned apartment in the Wells development.

But the killers, two boys ages 10 and 11, were determined. One of them bit Derrick's hand to make him let go. And then they let go, too.

Derrick, with poignant innocence, recounted that he ran down 14 flights of stairs in an attempt to catch his brother. But it took Eric's small body just three seconds to hit the ground. "It's something you'll never forget, the way he died," Lela Morse said.

It isn't clear who should have been watching the boys that day; an investigation never was done, DCFS documents say.

The Morse children "lived a transient life" with Toni Morse, "moving frequently and sometimes being left in the care of friends or relatives," according to DCFS records obtained by the Tribune.

"(Morse's) commitment to her children seems to be in words only," one DCFS social worker wrote.

Morse could not be reached and did not respond to repeated requests, relayed through her family and her attorney, for an interview.

But the record speaks for itself. In kindergarten, Derrick was absent more than half the time. In 1st grade, he missed 60 days, failing math, science, spelling and social studies.

The situation grew worse after Eric was killed. Derrick's 4th-grade report said he was "inattentive, disruptive, disobedient and talkative, disrespectful toward adults."

Morse has filed a wrongful-death suit in Cook Circuit Court against the Chicago Housing Authority and two other businesses, saying the building Eric was thrown out of wasn't properly secured or monitored.

She claims in the suit that Derrick has suffered significantly from his brother's death. But she has been virtually no comfort to the boy.

In the wake of Eric's death, Derrick was placed at the Hephzibah Children's Association's facility in Oak Park for children with domestic or emotional difficulties. But Morse visited him there only once, speaking little and acting as though she were angry, a DCFS report says. She left after 20 minutes.

Derrick has the added burden of living in the shadow of a brother whose resolve to do right at all costs has gilded his memory with an otherworldly sheen. At Eric's funeral, Rev. Dennis Riley called the dead boy "Saint Eric Morse."

"It's impossible," said Bennett Leventhal, professor of psychiatry and pediatrics at the University of Chicago. "Brothers normally have conflicts with one another, so you have these sort of ambivalent feelings, knowing your brother does crummy things sometimes."

In December 1995, after Morse gave birth to a daughter who tested positive for cocaine, the state took temporary custody of Derrick, the newborn baby and another brother. The two boys were placed with Morse's sister, Arletha.

But after a social worker found them alone in Morse's house in July 1996, the state took custody again. And Derrick, still struggling with the death of his brother, was placed in Hephzibah.

At Whittier School in Oak Park, Derrick's academic performance improved markedly, DCFS records say. But he continued being disruptive and picking on other children.

Then Alvin Bush called.

Immediately upon hearing that Derrick was at Hephzibah, Bush picked up the phone. What would he have to do to get custody of the boy? he asked.

In February, Derrick moved in with the Bushes.

The Bush home on South Sangamon Street, with a scalloped yellow awning, is a long way from Chicago's notorious public housing developments to the north, where most of the Morse family lives.

"Welcome to the Sangamon Block," a sign outside says. "No loitering, peddling, littering, ballplaying or speeding."

Derrick seems happy here, Peggy Bush said. The boy walks on his hands in a house of glass and mirrors.

Whether his mother's indifference bothers him is unclear. Asked if he misses her, he nods. But unprompted, Derrick says virtually nothing about his mother or his brother, Alvin Bush said. And he keeps no photographs or mementos of either in his room.

Derrick thinks of Eric whenever he does forward flips in the yard, which Eric taught him to do. He used to see Eric in his sleep more than he does now, used to have nightmares.

But, now, when he dreams up his little brother, the two of them are swimming. Or going to the candy store. Derrick still sees a psychologist once a week, but he is making steady improvement.

The Morses are a family schooled in loss, death often overshadowing life. They gathered Sept. 22, during the first hours of autumn, to usher in the dying season with a party in honor of two relatives lost to the treachery of the South Side.

The family marks Eric's death on the first day of fall instead of on the anniversary of his death so they can also memorialize Lela Morse's son, Kirk Morse, on Kirk's birthday.

Kirk died in 1986 after being shot and beaten during a fight in the wee hours of the morning over a disputed roll in a sidewalk craps game.

Toni Morse, who lived across the street from the place where Kirk, her brother, was killed, sat on the doorstep that night, sobbing.

She was eight months' pregnant with Derrick.

That time, the Morses grieved alone. When Eric died, the world took note. The outpouring included a grave site among strangers donated by Homewood Memorial Gardens--a place family members rarely visit because it is too far away and because no other relatives are buried there.

But birth can be as tragic as death. At 12:10 on a hot summer afternoon in July, another boy was born at the University of Chicago's Wyler Children's Hospital, and he looked like Eric Morse. His name: Dante Watson. His mother: Toni Morse.

As Eric did more than eight years ago, Dante tested positive at birth for opiates. But his mother, who last worked as a housekeeper at a Motel 6 on East Ontario Street, has not been to visit him since he was taken from her at the hospital and placed in a treatment center. And Lela Morse can barely remember his name.

Except for this: His middle name, she thinks, is Eric.
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Musician took twisted road to FBI’s ‘most wanted’ list

BLOOMINGTON, Ind.



The fugitive plays Gershwin.

It's not the sort of detail you'll find on the poster at the post office, where Eric Franklin Rosser merits little more than the stock description: height 5-7, weight 145, eye color blue, hair dark brown. 

But here, where Rosser made his name as a versatile pianist and erstwhile member of rock star John Mellencamp's band, he is remembered in more human terms: as an egotistical musician whose friends describe him as witty and urbane but who struck others as eccentric and "a little dweeby."

And those who know him are finding it hard to reconcile their bland image of the man with that of an outlaw in the same league as killers and terrorists.

On Dec. 27, Rosser was named one of the FBI's "10 Most Wanted," the first person accused of being a child pornographer to make the list since its inception 50 years ago. He is charged with numerous crimes in Thailand and Indiana, including production and distribution of a videotape that shows him engaging in sexual activity with an 11-year-old Thai girl. 

Rosser, who moved to Thailand in the 1990s, seems an unlikely addition to a list anchored by the likes of Olympic bombing suspect Eric Robert Rudolph and Osama bin Laden, who is wanted in the bombings of U.S. embassies that killed more than 300 people.

"You'd think you'd be able to recognize evil when you see it. But evil is relatively banal sometimes, I guess," said Abbie Sutton, a waitress at Bear's Place on the Indiana University campus, a music club where Rosser played everything from rock to "Rhapsody in Blue."

Rosser's status as a fugitive and the international nature of the case--he exchanged pornography with a man in Bloomington, according to the indictment--captured the FBI's attention, landing him on the most wanted list. But there were other considerations too.

Rosser gives the nation a symbol for alleged crimes garnering more attention in an age of Internet sex and increasing public awareness of child sexual abuse. Though the 49-year-old musician has no prior record and is no more--or less--dangerous than any other pedophile, he reflects a growing problem that first gained widespread attention in 1991 with introduction of the National Child Protection Act, said Doug Garrison, FBI spokesman in Indianapolis.

"Is he a symbol of the U.S. government effort to attack this problem? Well, yeah, in a sense," Garrison said. "But was he chosen for that reason? No.

"He's an apt candidate for inclusion because he is, number one, at large; and, number two, he's a child pornographer with a history of making and trading it.

"He could easily set up shop in, say, Denmark, teaching piano to young children there."

The FBI hopes that putting Rosser in such company will serve as a deterrent, Garrison said.

"We hope others might see Rosser's face all over the newspaper and say, 'I'm not going to do that.'"

In Bloomington, reaction to seeing Rosser's picture all over the paper ranges from befuddlement to disbelief.

"We were shocked, all of Eric's friends here," said Jim Krause, a musician and one of Rosser's closest friends. "It's like finding out a close friend of yours is a neo-Nazi."

At Bear's Place, where Rosser played regularly to a packed house, Sutton said: "I know the man--just imagine trying to wrap your mind around that. This is a guy who's been in my home listening to Beethoven's Sixth Symphony with me."

To those who thought they knew Rosser, the question now isn't where he is but who he is. Many feel stunned and betrayed. Vicki Helber, a singer who occasionally performed with Rosser at local clubs, has thrown away all his CDs.

"We're all totally disillusioned and want to leave it all behind," she said.

That might be hard to do until Rosser is found. He has been on the run for almost a year. Thai police raided his apartment in March, arresting him on charges of child molestation and possession of photographs and videos of girls who appeared to be under 15 years old.

After his father, Richard F. Rosser--a retired Air Force colonel and a former president of DePauw University in Greencastle, Ind.--posted bail of about $26,000, the younger Rosser failed to appear for a hearing.

Richard Rosser, who lives in Racine, Wis., refused to comment. Rosser's mother, Donna E. Rosser, a watercolor artist who lives in Delaware, Ohio, also declined to be interviewed.

A native of Syracuse, N.Y., Rosser spent his childhood as a military brat and earned a bachelor's degree in music from Oberlin College in 1974. He received his master's degree from Indiana University in 1979.

In Bloomington Rosser made a name for himself playing at local clubs.

"He was a little dweeby," Sutton said, "but he was great with the audience. He knew every TV theme song there was. They couldn't stump him."

In 1979 Mellencamp discovered Rosser playing local clubs and enlisted him to join the band. In 1980 Rosser played keyboards on Mellencamp's album "Nothin' Matters and What if it Did" and received credit on the liner notes under the name "Doc" Rosser.

But Rosser wasn't enamored of Mellencamp, his friends say. Perhaps the feeling was mutual; the rock star will not comment on Rosser save for a one-line disclaimer issued through his publicist that emphasizes how long it has been since they spoke: about 20 years.

It was 20 years ago that Michael White, a Bloomington musician, met Rosser at the Runcible Spoon coffee shop. White recognized Rosser from a Mellencamp video and recruited him to play keyboards on a CD he was making.

"He typified a happy-go-lucky, artistic person," White said.

Fame is different in a small town, at once loftier and more intimate, White said--"The ones who make it are almost like astronauts to us."

Rosser was one of those who seemed to have made it, but after two years playing with Mellencamp, he quit the band and got a job playing piano on the riverboat Delta Queen. Soon Rosser quit and took another short-lived job at a nightclub in Chicago. Then, he plunked down $800 for a 66-passenger Bluebird bus that would become the center of his world.

Christening the bus the MusiCruiser, Rosser enlisted a large group of friends to help him transform it into a traveling home and stage. Inside Rosser tucked a 1926 Steinway grand piano, and soon he was giving impromptu concerts on the courthouse square.

In the early 1990s, Rosser abruptly left Bloomington and moved to Thailand, where he began giving piano lessons to children. He sent close friend Jim Krause a letter in which he wrote that he was "MusiCruised out."

Rosser equated his latest venture with those in Chicago and on the river. "A couple of years I give it," he wrote.

But Rosser fell in love with Thailand, married a young Thai woman and stayed. "He seemed to have the world by the tail," White said. "He was teaching at a conservatory, he had a beautiful wife, he lived in an exotic part of town."

But as a piano teacher in Bangkok, Rosser came into contact with children who allegedly became his victims, authorities say. Rosser also is accused of crimes involving American children, including three girls in Bloomington who were used "to produce visual depictions of them engaging in sexually explicit conduct ... either by themselves or, in the case of &lsqb;one&rsqb;, with Eric Rosser."

Rosser's alleged victims in Bloomington ranged in age from 9 to 11, Garrison said. Between August 1995 and August 1997, Rosser--a regular visitor to Bloomington--produced, transported, shipped or received pornographic photographs of the girls, according to the indictment.

In April a federal grand jury in Indianapolis indicted Rosser on six counts of producing, distributing, shipping, transporting and receiving child pornography. Eight months later, FBI Deputy Director Ruben Garcia added Rosser to the most wanted list.

What has become of Rosser is anybody's guess. He marked his 49th birthday Jan. 17, his new life on the run lending haunting prophecy to the words he wrote to Krause and his wife.

"Jeez, you guys, still not a single letter! Makes me sometimes feel sad and abandoned here," Rosser wrote in wobbly, almost childlike print. "I guess it's your revenge for me 'abandoning' you all--but I haven't--just Eric on another one of his crazy adventures. ..."
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Defense: Evidence coerced in cop’s death

Two years after shooting, case still awaits trial

The investigation that led to Jonathan Tolliver's arrest began in a stretch of gnarled trees and bushes near one of the high-rises in the Robert Taylor Homes.

There, amid dead leaves and litter in the hours before dawn Aug. 15, 1998, Chicago Police Officer Michael Ceriale lay bleeding from a fatal gunshot wound. 

As police swarmed the scene in response to a frantic radio call from Ceriale's partner, Joe Ferenzi, the two rookies described for investigators how their cover had been blown during what police say was a narcotics stakeout; how a gang member had fired at them in the dark; and how they remembered seeing someone wearing an orange jersey just before the shot was fired.

Soon police spotted Tolliver walking by in clothes that matched the description and arrested him, the first of four young men charged in the homicide investigation.

Now, almost two years later, the frenzy of the investigation has been replaced by waiting and the deliberate pace of pretrial machinations. No trial date is set, and the second anniversary of the shooting will pass without answering whether the 18-year-old Tolliver is a cop killer or merely a shy, lanky teenager whose greatest transgression was wearing an orange shirt.

A review of court files and interviews with attorneys on both sides reveal that the defendant's lawyers will try to show that police coerced statements in building an otherwise circumstantial case. In the two years since the arrests, the case has traveled a tortuous path, with pretrial hearings and court filings focusing on recanted statements, informants and possible police misconduct.

Tolliver, the first of four young men to be arrested in Ceriale's shooting, likely would be the first to stand trial. Though Tolliver's defense team is tight-lipped, attorneys for two of the other defendants say there is no physical evidence against any of the four men charged. Moreover, all the witnesses--about a dozen in all--who testified before the grand jury that indicted Tolliver and the other three defendants have since recanted, his attorneys told Cook Circuit Court Judge Dennis Porter in a preliminary hearing.

Prosecutors, meanwhile, maintain they have accumulated "overwhelming evidence."

In many ways, these pretrial jostlings are familiar: Defense attorneys routinely allege police misconduct and try to get damaging statements by their clients thrown out while prosecutors often point out that gang intimidation makes it difficult to find witnesses in public housing shootings.

That the victim was a police officer, though, clearly adds another layer of drama to the pre-court battles--and that intensity likely will spill over into court when the trials begin.

Charged with murder are Tolliver; George Alexander, 20; Rob Brandt, 19; and Willie Hunter, 25. Hunter and Alexander could face the death penalty if convicted. All but Tolliver allegedly have given police incriminating statements, according to court filings and attorneys for both sides--although those who allegedly gave confessions have sought to have them suppressed on the grounds that they were coerced.

Bullet evades vest

Ceriale was shot at 3:38 a.m., Aug. 15, 1998. Prosecutors say that Alexander alerted the others to the presence of an intruder near the gang's drug operation at 4101 S. Federal St.; Brandt was selling drugs inside; and Hunter, armed with a handgun, was working security. Tolliver, shadowed by Hunter, fired the fatal shot into the bushes, police say.

Ceriale died six days later.

It remains unclear, however, what or who Ceriale and Ferenzi saw in the moments just before a fatal bullet from a type of .357 Magnum called a Man Killer pierced Ceriale's lower left abdomen below his protective vest. The bullet carved a path of destruction that went "backward, downward and rightward," flattening out as it went, according to the autopsy report.

Ferenzi, who has since transferred to another district, declined to be interviewed for this article. He refused to say whether he coule point to Tolliver in a courtroom and identify him as the shooter.

But court filings show that Tolliver's attorneys are claiming that he wasn't at 4101 dealing drugs the night of the shooting. He was at a party in another building of the Robert Taylor Homes, his girlfriend, Crystal Easley, 17, told the Tribune.

Easley, whom Tolliver's attorneys have listed as a potential witness at trial, said she was with Tolliver at the party from 9:30 p.m. Aug. 14 until about 3:30 a.m. Aug. 15. As they left the party, they saw police cars racing down State Street toward 4101 S. Federal St., she said.

"Everybody was wondering what was going on down there," Easley said. "The police was completely flying."

For several weeks, in the aftermath of the shooting, the neighborhood was overrun with police officers, residents say. People entering or leaving buildings in the Robert Taylor Homes were required to show identification and prove they lived there. Many were questioned. Some were taken to the police station.

Within 10 days police had arrested four men.

Tolliver is being represented pro bono by a prominent Chicago law firm, Jenner & Block. Several weeks after her son's arrest, Shewanda Tolliver sent a brief, handwritten letter to the firm, which has 350 attorneys and a reputation for doing pro bono work.

"This case is unique in that it's a little more high profile than the usual case. (But) 40 weeks out of the year there's somebody from Jenner & Block trying a case at 26th and California," the site of Cook County's main courthouse complex, said Richard Steinken, one of two attorneys from the firm working on the case.

A 'dignified' letter

In a straightforward, unemotional letter, Shewanda Tolliver asked Jenner & Block for help, she said. Her plea caught the eye of Melissa Brown, a Jenner & Block lawyer who empathized with the plight of a single mother, having been one herself.

"Her letter was very dignified," Brown said. "There were some things raised in it that intrigued me. Then I talked to Jonathan. I found a shy, quiet and polite young man. He had good manners."

Tolliver, a new father at the time of the shooting, had been arrested at 4101 S. Federal St. just three days before the shooting and charged with possession of a controlled substance. Pending a hearing, he was released by a Juvenile Court judge.

At a hearing on the Ceriale shooting in May, Tolliver's attorneys alleged that "every single" civilian witness who testified before the grand jury that indicted their client has since recanted.

Some have reported being threatened, Brown told the judge.

In taped interviews with defense attorneys, some of the witnesses now say they don't know what happened the night Ceriale was shot, defense lawyers said outside of court.

Michael Robinson--a 31-year-old former resident of the building at 4101 S. Federal St. who now is serving a sentence at Logan Correctional Center in Lincoln on an unrelated armed-robbery conviction--is one of those who recanted after testifying before the grand jury, according to sources familiar with the case.

Although he was asleep in Apartment 903 at the time of the shooting, Robinson told the Tribune in an interview at Logan, police visited his apartment the next night, roused him from bed, took him to the station and coerced him into signing a statement that implicated Tolliver and the others.

Later, Robinson said, he told the grand jury "what I was coerced to say." But since then he has told Brown in a taped interview that he didn't really know what happened.

"I didn't see nothing," he told the Tribune. "I wasn't even there."

Robinson, who said he is a former member of the Gangster Disciples, the street gang that rules the Robert Taylor Homes, has appeared on potential-witness lists for both the prosecution and the defense. His testimony in a trial would differ markedly from that which he gave before the grand jury, he said.

"It would be a change," Robinson said. "Because I wasn't there."

Another grand jury witness--a teenage girl who said she saw the shooting, and who is listed as a potential witness for both the prosecution and defense--described the crime scene for the Tribune on condition of anonymity.

None of the men charged was there, she said; police coerced her into implicating Tolliver and tricked her into signing a statement. "I didn't know what it was," she said.

The shooter was a member of the Gangster Disciples who didn't realize at first that he had shot a cop, she said. "Didn't nobody know it was a police officer. He said he was just going to scare whoever it was."

Credibility an issue

Witness recantations could have profound implications for all four defendants, said Alexander's attorney, James D. Mullinex of the Cook County public defender's office.

"If somebody one day says, 'I saw him do it,' and the next day says, 'I didn't,' then obviously credibility is an issue," Mullinex said.

Assistant State's Atty. James P. McKay says that when gang members are involved, stories often change after initial interviews with police. "It's all a lot of nonsense," McKay said. "It's all a lot of smoke the defense lawyers are throwing up."

Mullinex and Brandt's attorney, David E. Neely, said they are not aware of any physical evidence linking the defendants to the crime.

In a May 30 letter to Brown contained in the case file, Wayne Niemeyer--a Westmont-based scientist specializing in forensic evidence whom Tolliver's attorneys have disclosed as a potential expert witness--refers to a "lack of gunshot residue" found on Tolliver.

"Nobody's caught with the smoking gun," Mullinex said. "They do have the weapon, but it's not tied to anybody. There are no positive gunshot-residue tests or fingerprints that I'm aware of."

Police spokesman Pat Camden declined to comment, citing the Police Department's policy against discussing ongoing criminal cases.

"That's what defense attorneys get paid to do--defend their clients," he said. "The state will prosecute the case thoroughly, and it will all come out at trial."

A description of the shooter, police and prosecutors have said, came from Ferenzi and from Ceriale in his final moments of consciousness. Though the other defendants gave statements implicating themselves and Tolliver, Tolliver never confessed, Steinken said.

The other defendants, Brandt, Alexander and Hunter, all claim their confessions were coerced. "My client was intimidated and he was beaten," said Neely, who is representing Brandt. "He was held for over 16 hours until he agreed to sign a statement."

Neely said there were no medical records to show his client had been beaten, nor was a complaint filed with the police board, he said.

Defense attorneys have asked for the disciplinary records of more than half a dozen police officers involved in the Ceriale shooting investigation.

Central figure

Kenneth Boudreau, a gangs specialist who is a central figure in the Ceriale investigation, is a defendant in at least two ongoing civil-rights lawsuits alleging brutal tactics.

One suit, which has yet to come to trial, was filed by Fred Ewing, who was acquitted of two murders investigated by Boudreau. In both cases, the evidence against Ewing was largely circumstantial, and in both cases defense attorneys contended that incriminating statements Ewing allegedly had given police were coerced by Boudreau and others.

The other suit, filed in June by Derrick Flewellen, alleges that Chicago police forced him into falsely confessing to the 1995 murders of two women. Boudreau is among the detectives who allegedly intimidated and physically abused Flewellen, who was cleared of murder charges with the help of DNA evidence.

Boudreau also was one of several officers in the highly publicized 1993 civil rights case filed by Marcus Wiggins that helped expose the torture-chamber tactics of former Violent Crimes Cmdr. Jon Burge. Wiggins, who was 13 when he was arrested in 1991, alleged that he was beaten and subjected to electric shock at the old Brighton Park Area headquarters while being questioned in a murder case.

Wiggins was charged with the murder, but Cook County Circuit Judge Walter Williams threw out the case after granting a defense request to suppress the youth's statement to police.

That case was settled for $95,000. Wiggins claimed that Boudreau, who worked under Burge, knew of the abuse but didn't actually participate. But because the suit didn't go to trial, no evidence against Boudreau ever was introduced.

In the Ceriale case, Boudreau is listed as the arresting officer and is involved in key interviews of defendants, witnesses and informants.

Camden declined to comment about the investigation and refused to allow any officers involved in the investigation to be interviewed.

Boudreau could not be reached and did not return phone messages or respond to a written request for an interview. The city attorney who defended him in the Wiggins case declined to comment.

McKay scoffed at allegations that the defendants in the Ceriale case were coerced into confessing.

"These statements were freely and voluntarily given," he said.

As Tolliver's attorneys seek to call into question police tactics--and, subsequently, to cast doubt on the very underpinnings of the case against their client--they continue drawing on an incident that came to light during discovery more than a year ago: the emergence early last year of a police informant whose version of events contradicts that of prosecutors and seemingly absolves three of the defendants.

The informant, a 26-year-old gang member named Christopher "Big Moose" Evans, came forward on March 13, 1999, and told police that he had been selling drugs in the breezeway of a public-housing high rise at 4101 S. Federal St. the night Ceriale was shot.

Evans told police he saw a gang member other than Tolliver raise a .357 revolver and take aim at the trees.

Tolliver, who almost always spent Friday and Saturday nights at a party in 4410 S. State St., was not at 4101 S. Federal St. that night, Evans told police. Nor was Brandt or Alexander.

Hunter, also known as June Bug, was at the scene but played no role in the shooting, Evans said.

'Kink this case up'

But after being questioned by several detectives, including Boudreau, Evans allegedly recanted three days later and gave a statement corroborating the case police had made against the four defendants.

Police charged him with obstruction of justice, he pleaded guilty and received a 6-year prison sentence that included time thrown in for a drug-related crime

"The Gangster Disciples put him up to it," McKay said, "to kink this case up and send police off on a wild goose chase."

But for defense attorneys the Evans incident was a flash point. This spring, a year after Evans first came forward, Melissa Brown traveled Downstate to interview the erstwhile police informant in prison.

Though there is a handwritten statement implicating the four defendants that appears to bear Evans' signature, Evans told Brown he never recanted or signed the second statement.

As the case inches closer to trial, family members of the victim and the accused wait with quiet resolve for the closure they crave.

"I just want to get it going and get it behind me," Ceriale's father, Tony, said. "But you never get it behind you. You never forget it."

Shewanda Tolliver has not missed a scheduled court hearing since her son was charged. She visits him in jail for 40 minutes every week.

"It's been almost two years--two years I haven't had my son," she said outside court after a recent hearing. "It's hard. It's hard on the family. I just want my child home."

Rev. Deborah Jones of St. Elizabeth Church, which sits less than a block from where Ceriale fell, knew and liked both Tolliver and Ceriale.

Jones said she saw Ceriale earlier that night and told him to be careful.

"May he rest in peace," she said.

"But he can't rest until we get the truth."
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Back in the air

Trip to New York after 9-11 is not business as usual

NEW YORK, N.Y.


As her plane nosed into the sky above O'Hare International Airport, Jennifer Weil's palms became so sweaty they stuck to the Glamour magazine in her lap. ("Go Ahead, Face Your Fears!" advised the article on page 149.)

Weil, 28, an accountant with Ernst & Young in Chicago, was traveling for the first time since the terrorist attacks Sept. 11--a business trip that took her from her office in the Sears Tower and transported her, with a vague sense of dread, into war-torn Manhattan. 

As smoke hung over the still-smoldering ruins of the World Trade Center, it was time to get back to business as usual--even if that meant concentrating on minutiae in the shadow of enormity, the challenge confronting workers soldiering on in a world knocked horribly askew.

Fear engendered by the attacks has made a return to normalcy slow and difficult--especially in the business community, where men and women like Weil face personal journeys while traveling for work. 

Weil attended quarterly strategy meetings Monday at which more than two dozen Ernst & Young partners from the United States, Canada and Britain gathered around a long conference table on the 26th floor of a Midtown high-rise a few miles north of Ground Zero.

They drank coffee, ate bagels and mingled before the meeting, their conversation invariably turning to protracted experiences with tighter airport security--"Unbelievable," said Kerrie D. MacPherson, a partner in the firm's Toronto office--and the strange feelings associated with being in New York.

"I don't think I'm afraid of the traveling part. But I thought it would be eerie seeing the city--and it was," said Joanne F. Dunbar, another partner from Toronto.

Dunbar and MacPherson flew to New York on Sunday evening as twilight gave an otherworldly glow to the ruins of the Twin Towers.

Weil flew in on Friday, having planned to stay the weekend with longtime friends who live in a Battery Park high-rise a few blocks from the attack site.

"In the simplest terms, I'm just scared to see it," Weil said.

For all the time she spent traveling and walking through the blocked-off streets of New York, the moment when Weil first saw the wreckage of the site seemed sudden.

As she turned left from Beach Street onto Greenwich Street while walking to her friends' apartment Friday night, Weil stopped.

'Oh my God'

"Oh my God," she said, staring at the ghostly veil of smoke hanging against the illuminated night sky ahead.

"Welcome to the war zone," a National Guard soldier in camouflage said to her.

The meetings for which Weil traveled to New York are important for re-establishing contact with the firm's partners there, said Mike Ventling, a partner with the firm's Chicago office. He likened the feeling of isolation felt by New Yorkers after the attack to people living inside a bubble.

"They're all emotionally bruised," he said. "The whole concept of returning to normal is important for them."

A survey of businesses by the Business Travel Coalition, a lobbying organization representing some of the largest U.S. companies, found that 85 percent of the companies responding said they are allowing airline travel only if it is "mission critical."

"What's driving it, clearly, is safety," said Kevin Mitchell, the coalition's president. "A lot of these companies are sensitive to their employees being concerned, and a lot of messages have been sent out that said, 'If you're not comfortable traveling, that's fine; there's not going to be any pressure from management.'"

Ventling, who attended the meeting in New York, said employees have been asked to curtail non-essential trips and travel is down 30 to 50 percent at the firm.

"If you walked the halls today and asked employees how many had traveled since Sept. 11, only a little more than half would say they have. It's usually quite a bit higher than that," he said.

Early Friday morning, before Weil left for New York, Ventling told her he had arranged for a car service to pick her up at LaGuardia in New York--a measure taken to make her feel more comfortable about the trip.

Then they discussed whether her 4 p.m. departure from O'Hare would put her in New York before nightfall.

"I'm scared to see it firsthand. I'd prefer to fly in when I can't see anything." Weil told him. She sighed when Ventling informed her that the sun probably still would be up when she landed in New York at 7 p.m.

At 12:30 p.m., Weil grabbed a laptop computer from her desk on the 13th floor of the Sears Tower, hooked it to her suitcase and rode the elevator down to the lobby.

Security guards stood all around. They had searched Weil's luggage when she got to work a few hours earlier, delaying her arrival on the 13th floor for five minutes.

Now, walking outside under a gloomy sky, Weil hailed a passing cab from the curb that used to be lined with waiting taxis but which for security reasons now is blocked off with barrels.

"I've definitely felt some apprehension about the trip, but not enough to keep me from going," she said. "I won't change plans I've made--not now, not yet."

Plenty of time

Weil gave herself plenty of time to make it through anticipated additional security at O'Hare, arriving at the airport three hours early in a cab that met uncommonly light Friday afternoon traffic.

She made it through check-in without a hitch--in fact, the woman at the counter almost forgot to check Weil's photo ID-- and breezed through the security checkpoint, which featured an added layer between the check-in counter and the metal detector: Somber workers again asked to see identification.

Then Weil strolled through the airport to Gate B1, her clothes rustling in the quiet concourse as she passed the sparsely populated waiting areas at gates for Kansas City, Columbus and Minneapolis.

This is how America gets back to normal.

"I'd trade the quiet for the confusion if it meant nothing ever had happened," Weil said.

When she booked the flight, she dreaded navigating O'Hare at rush hour on a Friday afternoon.

Now she found herself dreading the trip for an entirely different reason.

"I was a little worked up last night," Weil said.

But after spending the Jewish holiday Yom Kippur with family on the eve of her trip, she slept easily and deeply for the first night since the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks.

"For a couple weeks I was waking up in the middle of the night every night, like I'd had a bad dream that I couldn't remember," she said. "You just wake up and your heart's beating and you don't know why.

"But last night I was out like a light."

Because of mechanical problems, passengers finally boarded United Flight 678 a half-hour late. Weil settled into seat 21C and started to pull nervously at her newly cut hair.

During the next two hours in the air she wondered what it would be like waking up in New York in the morning; smiled at how trivial the stories in her magazine seemed; tried to imagine what it was like for all those people on the planes that crashed.

When the plane arrived in New York, the mechanical delay proved merciful: Night had fallen, shrouding the wreck of the Twin Towers.
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Town waits, prays for a lost Marine

Friends, strangers united by plight of longtime go-getter

DECATUR, Ill.


After Hymn No. 428--"For the Healing of the Nations"--they said a prayer for Private Gifford, wherever he is.

"O God . . . look with compassion on the whole Gifford family," 140 townspeople here intoned at an impromptu community church service for the missing Marine, though to many in attendance he was a stranger. 

Pvt. Jonathan Lee Gifford Jr., who disappeared last week when his unit was attacked in Iraq, now belongs to all of Decatur--a central Illinois town that's too big for everybody to know everybody else but small enough for residents to pull together in times of trouble. Many people in this town of 81,860 have, at least in spirit, joined Gifford's defiantly optimistic mother and sleepless father in the long and difficult wait for word of a hometown hero's fate. 

"Having this happen has really driven it all home for us," said Phil Finn of the local American Red Cross. "John is the first to have something happen of this nature."

Gifford's angular features and piercing green eyes have put a face on the distant war for many in Decatur, an agricultural and blue-collar town that until recently had been spared bad news from the war despite having many of its own in Iraq.

"Events like this tend to make communities smaller," said ex-Navy man Ken Smithmier, president and chief executive officer of Decatur Memorial Hospital, which has surrounded itself with yellow ribbons and 800 miniature American flags snapping in the blustery prairie wind. "It's a rallying point."

Gifford is, as the military puts it, DUSTWUN-- Duty Status Whereabouts Unknown. Between March 26, when he learned his son was missing, and Monday--a span of five days--Jonathan Lee Gifford Sr. slept three hours and hardly ate.

"It's been tough," he said softly.

The elder Gifford, a short, wiry man who resembles his son, declined to say more; family members, including the Marine's mother, Vicky Langley, say they have made a pact at the urging of the Marine Corps not to discuss the case until it's resolved.

"Until we see Johnny's face, nobody's talking," his grandmother Reva Godfrey said.

Finn said, "They're just asking, 'Give us a little space.'"

So Vicky Langley waits quietly beneath the mounted buck head with the arrow through its antlers in her little gray house on Hickory Street across from the sprawling, pungent operation of the agricultural giant Archer Daniels Midland. And her ex-husband, Gifford's father, kills the long days riding his motorcycle and hanging out at his cinderblock bar and grill, Pappy's.

Their 30-year-old son, a quiet but tenacious young man, played football and wrestled for the now-defunct Stephen Decatur High School.

"It's just like one of my own sons," said his old football coach, Dwight Simmons.

Simmons recalled Gifford as unfailingly "yes sir-no sir" polite, but with a determined, hard-nosed demeanor that allowed him to overcome a slight build. Gifford usually played on the offensive and defensive lines for the football team. He was rewarded for his toughness with Simmons' whimsical Slobberknockers Award, given to those who "knocked the slobber" out of opponents, Simmons said.

"He was a go-getter, always wanted to succeed in whatever he did," Simmons said.

When he was in school, Gifford used to ask Simmons question after question about his own experiences in the military. "It was one of his decisions from Day One," Simmons said. "He wanted to be in the armed forces."

Though those who know Gifford say he deferred his dream of serving in the military for several years because it worried his mother, Simmons said that Gifford's quiet resolve eventually won the day and he joined the Marines.

Now his mother's fears have come home, though Finn described her as "extremely upbeat and confident." Langley attends support-group meetings that have nearly outgrown Room 016 in the basement of Grace United Methodist Church.

According to the Red Cross, about 180 families in Decatur have sons or daughters in the war as National Guardsmen and reservists. That doesn't include others in the service full time. "Nobody knew there were so many," Finn said.

"We're all in a holding pattern here," Finn said, "not just for John, but for everybody."

On a map of Iraq in the windowless room where the support group meets, orange tacks show where parents and grandparents in the group think their loved ones are. A solitary white tack shows where Gifford went missing.

Upstairs in the sanctuary last week the community church service prompted by Gifford's disappearance was filled with prayers and psalms and hymns, including "Let There be Peace on Earth."

The program from the service ended this way:

"Depart in silence or remain in prayer."
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No family but many tears for stillborn

Church buries baby found on its steps

Scuffing through the dirty snow, a tall man in black made his way earlier this week to a children's clothing store amid the bridal shops and liquor stores on West 26th Street, bought a white satin baptismal gown for a baby and returned so that his brother might dress the little boy.

With thumbs bigger around than the infant's wrists, Bob Marik cinched a diaper on the baby and tugged him gently into the new gown in which he would be buried. 

The baby, laid to rest Friday, now lies in Grave 5, Section P, Block 8, Lot 14 of Queen of Heaven Cemetery in suburban Hillside. But beneath the cold, snowy earth and the white lid of the coffin and the white blanket and the white baptismal gown, the baby wears something else courtesy of funeral director Bob Marik and his brother, Frank:

A one-piece undergarment decorated with the words, "I love Mommy."

What Marik doesn't know, what remains a mystery, is who the baby's mother is. Or where she might have been as the baby was buried.

Whoever left him in a tiny snowdrift on the steps outside Epiphany Catholic Church's front door early Jan. 4 continued to stay away Friday--even as the baby was laid to rest, closing the book on a story that began with the horrifying discovery of the boy's body on a bitter cold morning.

"Lord, where were you the morning of Monday, Jan. 4?" Rev. Peter McQuinn said softly.

In the absence of parents or any other relatives, it was the priest who named the boy--El Nino Jesus, McQuinn called him, which is Spanish for the baby Jesus. And it was a stranger who carried him in his coffin: the parishioner who found the stillborn baby while opening Epiphany for 8 a.m. mass.

"Our young brother barely had any time in this life, in this world," McQuinn told those assembled at Epiphany for the baby's funeral.

His words echoed in the big, cold church.

"But even in a short time, how he affected people all over the city."

About 25 mostly Spanish-speaking parishioners from Epiphany, on the edge of the Little Village neighborhood on Chicago's West Side, attended the funeral--ducking into the stone church from beneath a pallid sky and kicking snow off their boots.

About 30 teenagers from the 7th- and 8th-grade classes at Epiphany's next-door school came too. There were, in the church, scattered sniffles--but only from the chill of a Chicago winter.

"I think it was quiet because there was no family," funeral director Frank Marik said.

The little processional that marched solemnly up the center aisle of the church to begin the funeral included Jacinto Rojas and his wife, Rosa. Jacinto Rojas is the parishioner who found the baby on the top step. Stiffly, he carried the tiny coffin--"Like a big shoe box," McQuinn thought to himself--in front of him as his wife walked at his side, one hand on the coffin.

For Jacinto Rojas, who found the baby, the funeral was closure.

"I feel good," he said in Spanish, "that after finding the child at the door of the church, I will now bring him into the church to celebrate the sacrament."

As McQuinn sprinkled baptismal water, the confluence of life and death flowed for a moment in a church where a baby's christening and funeral had been joined in one ceremony.

At birth, the boy weighed almost 6 1/2 pounds and measured 19 inches long. When Jacinto Rojas found the newborn infant, the baby was wearing an oversize diaper and was wrapped in a woman's pink robe and blue sweater.

He thought the small bundle was a parcel of clothes for a drive for the needy sponsored by church youth. But inside was a baby with a thatch of matted, black hair.

Though it seemed, at first, that the boy may have frozen to death overnight on the steps, it was quickly determined that he been stillborn.

For a week, the church and the Cook County medical examiner's office waited to see if the parents would come forward. The tiny, blotchy-gray baby--thought to be Hispanic--lay tagged with a wristband marked UNK for "unknown." It was Case No. 064, January 1999 for the medical examiner, whose office handles about 35 to 40 indigent burials every two months--including stillborns and fetuses, which usually are buried more than 20 to a coffin.

Chicago police continued to search for the parents even after the autopsy showed that this was not a criminal case.

Meanwhile, a city in winter adopted the dead child, and soon priests and funeral directors and parishioners were working together, determined to give the baby a proper burial with his own coffin if no parents turned up.

"It restores your faith in humanity," McQuinn said.

Frank and Bob Marik donated their services, including the coffin, the clothing, the hearse and the gravesite--which was purchased by Frank Marik & Sons Funeral Home in the baby section of Queen of Heaven.

"We have a section devoted to infants, with a shrine to the Holy Innocents," said Ted Ratajczyk, cemetery manager. The section, known as Babyland, is in a relatively new part of the cemetery where the trees are mostly young and small.

"But someday they'll be a lot larger than they are now," Ratajczyk said.
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Neighbors relieved Gacy dig is over

On the trail of a dead killer, Chicago police took shovels in hand on a windy Monday and dug up a glass marble, a flattened sauce pan and the memory of serial killer John Wayne Gacy.

But the highly publicized excavation, which took place beneath a white tent at the Northwest Side apartment building where Gacy once worked as a maintenance man, turned up no human remains or other dark secrets. 

And at 4:55 p.m. police announced they were closing the investigation, which had disrupted life in a quiet neighborhood of low crime rates. "We will be taking down the barricades tonight and trying to return this neighborhood to a state of normalcy," said Grand-Central Detective Cmdr. John Thomas.

The unusual investigation, prompted by a retired detective's haunted memory of having once seen Gacy holding a shovel in the dark hours before dawn, began with a radar scan of the site earlier this year. That test, which indicated irregular soft spots in the soil in front of the building and beneath the pavement of a small, triangular parking lot on the side, led authorities to believe that some of Gacy's victims might be buried near the red-brick apartment building.

Gacy's mother, Marion, once lived and worked as superintendent at the building on Miami Avenue, and Gacy's old address--the home where he buried 29 victims and which has since been demolished--is two miles away.

After a more thorough inspection of the Miami Avenue site Monday, police charted the locations of utility lines and determined that the spots in the grassy area merely showed where gas mains and drainage pipes were located. The spot beneath the pavement was a buried oil tank with a feeder pipe, police said.

Monday's radar test, done late in the morning by a man hunched over a yellow contraption he pushed slowly across the ground like a lawn mower, revealed two other "suspicious spots" in the fenced grass lot in the 6100 block of West Miami Avenue, police spokesman Pat Camden said.

In a nearby funeral home, investigators ate lunch Monday and huddled over a printout of the new scan as they analyzed the results. They decided to dig in the grassy lot, proceeding to the parking lot only if they turned up something in the yard.

In the lengthening afternoon shadows, police turned up only the one marble, the flattened sauce pan and some chunks of concrete--as if Gacy, who delighted in cat-and-mouse games, had led authorities down one final dead end.

"He always played games, and it wouldn't surprise me if he's playing a game right now," said Chicago lawyer Terry Sullivan, who prosecuted Gacy, as he monitored the dig from behind police barricades.

By the end of the afternoon, about 75 spectators had gathered along the police barricades near the site. Some snapped photographs.

"It's a little upsetting. This is usually a very quiet neighborhood," said Santo Wood, who had a clear view of the throng near her Northwest Side home. "We don't have very much crime around here."

Police would not release the name of the New Jersey company that conducted both radar scans. But experts in ground-penetrating radar systems said Monday that the confusion over what the radar scans showed--or didn't show-- isn't at all surprising.

The radar uses radio waves to detect buried objects in the soil, just as X-rays image the internal structure of the body. There are many variables to a good reading, however, from wet soil to the amount of metal in the ground.

"Generally you cannot tell one object from another in specific terms. If I look at a (radar) record and see a blip on the record, I couldn't tell you if it's a bone or plastic pipe or a rock in that one piece of information," said Peter Annan, president of Sensors and Software, which makes ground-penetrating radar units.

While the radar measurement is very precise, say experts, it's the interpretation of the data that is inexact. A metal pipe shows up on the radar screen like a frown-shaped series of markings, said Steve H. Danbom, a geophysicist with Conoco, an oil company in Houston.

But a human skeleton is far less distinct; in fact, bones typically don't register on the radar screen, but the disturbance in the soil from digging the grave does show up as "a gray blobby nothing," Danbom said.

Several experts said Monday they wouldn't want to work under the pressure-filled conditions created by the Gacy dig. They said that an accurate interpretation of scan results requires a good mapping of the site as well as at least 24 hours to analyze the data.

The building's owners responded angrily to the dig. Their attorney, Robert Clifford, in a prepared statement afterward, criticized the radar company and Chicago's Better Government Association, which had tipped police to the site.

"The disruption of the people's lives at the Jefferson Park apartment building is unimaginable," Clifford said.

Police defended the dig, during which tenants were allowed to stay in their apartments. "We were obligated to take a good comprehensive look at this area," Thomas said. "We had to do it for the sake of the victims' families and all the other people involved."

The dig and the publicity surrounding the possible discovery of more Gacy victims brought back bitter memories for some families who had lost sons to the serial killer, who has been linked to 33 deaths.

Setting up her Christmas tree this weekend in her Northwest Side home not far from the site of Gacy's crimes, Eugenia Godzik said her mother used to worry about the onset of the holiday season before she died.

"My brother disappeared around this time of year," she said, referring to Gregory Godzik, one of Gacy's victims. "They started finding the bodies at Gacy's house around this time of year. I started hearing they were going to be digging this up again.

"I said: 'Why doesn't anything ever happen in June?' "

It was Christmastime 20 years ago when a detective rapped on Dolores Nieder's front door to tell her that her son, John Mowery, who had been missing since Sept. 15, 1977, was dead.

"It's a continual hurt," said Nieder, 70. "It goes on and on."

For many in the tidy neighborhood near Monday's dig, the closing of the latest chapter in the Gacy story came as welcome relief. Others barely noticed. This is a stable neighborhood where the rhythm of life is not easily altered.

Blocks away from the Miami Avenue site early Monday, elderly men and women descended slowly from St. Tarcissus Church after 8:30 a.m. mass. On Milwaukee Avenue, Salvatore Suriano unlocked his Razor's Edge barber shop and walked inside to where the scissors are lined up neatly on a towel and customers talk about the Gacy investigation.

And at Vincent's North Restaurant on the corner of Milwaukee and Elston Avenues, Steve Francis tipped back a cup of coffee on his way to work as a bartender. When Gacy was alive, his shadow sometimes fell across the same lunch counter.

"This is not the kind of notoriety a neighborhood wants," Francis said. "It's disarming to see a nice, pokey Northwest Side neighborhood like this become the focus of something like that."
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Pressures of college life can be deadly

CAMBRIDGE, Mass.


In the shadowed hallways and spartan classrooms of Harvard University, the mysteries of the universe are given due dates and assigned as homework.

This is a special world, full of special pressures and special people, the pinnacle of academia pursued by tens of thousands of high school students. But for all the status and reverence that it and other Ivy League colleges claim, there is a darker side that university officials have been painfully reminded of in recent weeks. 

Even here, there is one puzzle nobody seems able to figure out: the heart of a student named David Okrent.

Okrent's recent suicide, three years after graduating near the top of his class at Evanston Township High School, is one in a troubling string of suicides on some of the nation's most prestigious campuses that are causing some officials to wonder whether they offer students enough emotional support in an atmosphere of intense competition.

If nothing else, Okrent's death, which his family and friends have linked in some ways to the peculiarly complicated atmosphere at Harvard, has prompted reflection on the challenge students face in negotiating such rarefied intellectual and social terrain.

"The irony is, of course, that colleges generally are making a greater effort to anticipate and identify students at risk," said Dartmouth College President James O. Freedman, whose campus was rocked by three suicides in the fall of 1995.

Surrounded by driven students at a college dense with ambition, Okrent--a bright young man who wrapped his mind easily around the most abstract concepts--found himself in an uncomfortable position: He wasn't certain of what he wanted to do with his life. Okrent talked sometimes about playing music or working at a factory, his sister, Akira, said; he struggled not with academics but with the direction his life was taking--and with the elusive concept of success that permeates Harvard Yard.

"He didn't want fame and glory," Akira Okrent said. "He had rough times at Harvard dealing with what life was about. This caused him suffering because his standards were too high."

In the weeks after his death, these are the kinds of imponderables that linger now in the stately brick residence hall where Okrent lived and in the drab confines of the Lathem building, where his shadow once fell below bulletin boards covered with papers bearing titles such as "Measurement of Atomic Flux."

Indeed, the lush, green commons of Cambridge are fertile grounds for despair as well as hope. "Harvard's not a warm, fuzzy place," said student Rebecca Weiss, a friend of Okrent's who attended Harvard and Evanston Township High School with him.

Jeremy Smith, another of Okrent's friends who followed the path from Evanston to Cambridge, said: "Harvard attracts very driven students and pushes them very hard, and I think that combination, for whatever reason, means this kind of event happens at Harvard more than once in a blue moon."

Okrent had seen a counselor at Harvard. But nobody foresaw what happened March 15. "It's a great mystery and a great tragedy," his mother, Inez, said.

Okrent's chosen fields of concentration were among the most demanding at Harvard. "This is a high-pressure place, especially to do mathematics," said Cliff Taubes, director of undergraduate studies in the math department. But Okrent was making good grades, mostly A's. If he needed relief, it wasn't obvious. When he returned to Harvard last fall after sitting out the spring semester, he switched his field of concentration to physics--an equally tough challenge, if not tougher.

"He was searching for the path," his father, Lawrence Okrent, said. "He was just too down on himself, on the expectations. He didn't think as much of himself as everyone else did."

The suicide rate on larger college campuses is only third to half what it is for the same age range in the general population, said David Novicki, a counselor at Michigan State University. But it comes as a jolt when those who are thought to be the best and brightest decide the future is too bleak to face.

Last month, three college students in the Boston area committed suicide, casting long shadows on the campuses of Harvard, MIT and the University of Massachusetts at Amherst.

The pressures of higher education aren't limited to Ivy League schools, of course. Last week, not far from the Okrent house in Evanston, a father in Wilmette spent a sunny day choosing a gravesite for his 19-year-old son: John Leath, a Purdue University student who, after returning from spring break last month, walked into the woods in rural Indiana, sat down on his duffel bag and turned a shotgun on himself.

Leath, an engineering major, had stopped going to classes and had fallen behind, his father, Vaughn Leath said. "We can only guess that he felt that he was failing--I don't know--himself, us," the elder Leath, said, his voice breaking. "That he felt he was under so much pressure to finish the year. And I guess he just felt like . . . this was the only option available to him."

At Harvard, students who had just begun unwinding from a week of midterm exams when news of Okrent's death hit went away stunned for spring break after spending a week doing little more than talking about the suicide, said Weiss, who was on the math team with Okrent at Evanston.

When the younger Smith visited campus two years ago, Okrent took him to dinner and a movie ("Rumble in the Bronx") and showed him around Harvard--despite having two midterm exams the next day that he hadn't yet studied for, Smith said.

Smith, now a sophomore, had planned to spend his break in Cambridge. But he decided after Okrent's death that he didn't want to stay there alone with his feelings of shock and grief.

"He knew and was friends with so many people," Smith said. "All over campus, you had these focused ripples. . . .

"You come back," he said of returning from break, "and it's normal--and not normal."

Robert Horton taught Okrent in physics class for three years at Evanston Township High School. "That kid was just incredibly well-adjusted. He got along fantastically with teachers and peers," Horton said. "This just blows my mind. Something really funny must have happened in Boston."

Harvard's residence-hall system, along with its network of so-called senior tutors and counseling staff, is designed to ease the way, said Robert Neugeboren, senior tutor of Cabot House, the complex of residence halls where Okrent lived. Campus agencies that provide counseling have grown, he said; incoming freshmen who joke that they can receive four years of free psychotherapy at Harvard aren't that far off base.

But on a campus of proud, competitive students, there is little time or inclination to lean on one another--or on those support systems provided by the university.

"Harvard students are not used to coming together as a group," Cabot House resident Adbur-Rahman Syed wrote in an article for Harvard's student newspaper, The Crimson, after Okrent's death. "As diverse, motivated individuals, we are inspired by different things and aspire to a variety of goals. And house life, more often than not, doesn't exist."

What's more, there is a stigma attached to needing or seeking help, Weiss said.

"The feeling I seem to sort of get from everybody is that, yeah, they exist, but going to them is an admission that you can't deal with things," Weiss said.

Sandra Monroe, associate dean of students at Purdue University, said a recent survey of 10,000 undergraduates showed that record numbers were using counseling services at colleges.

"Our schedules are full," she said; students who want a non-emergency appointment with a counselor must put their names on a waiting list.

"You can't say for certain what kind of situation caused it," Weiss said of Okrent's death. "I know it was difficult for a lot of students to get through their midterms and papers and everything that week."

It isn't clear whether Okrent had a difficult time on any of his midterm exams in physics; administrators say they cannot release information about a student's academic performance.

"This was not a situation where I feel anything could have been done differently," Neugeboren said. "He was not showing signs of reacting to the pressures of this place."

But one weekend in mid-March, as the trees in Cambridge Common were beginning to bloom, Okrent left a late party at Cabot House and, apparently, rode the subway to the beach where he was found, past all the stops where he might have abandoned his dark plan.

"I just think," Freedman said, "we, all of us, see so little into the souls of the people we know best."
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A hero cop’s final hours

Loved ones recall promises made, dreams shattered



In the dingy basement office at the Monroe District police station where Officer Brian Strouse began his final shift, members of his tactical team gathered Friday afternoon to remember their fallen comrade before returning to the streets that claimed his life.

Strouse's family also gathered at the station, where his sister recalled in a brief news conference the death watch at Cook County Hospital after Strouse was fatally wounded at 2 a.m. June 30 on a drug-surveillance operation. 

Kathy Noncz, a police officer in the Harrison District who was at home sleeping when her brother was shot, said that although Strouse never regained consciousness, she talked to him after he came out of surgery--and reminded him of a pact they once had made, sibling to sibling, cop to cop. 

"We'd always agreed that if something ever happened and things couldn't ever again be the same as they were, we would not live our lives in misery," Noncz said, her jaw set.

Noncz and Strouse had taken the test to become a police officer on the same day more than 10 years ago. Fresh from a stint in the Marines, Strouse had been uncertain what to do next.

Their careers had followed different paths.

Although Noncz, an officer in the Harrison District, made the force 10 years ago, Strouse--who once had dreamed of being a firefighter--didn't join the Police Department until January 1995.

"That was a sore spot with Brian," Noncz recalled with a smile.

At noon Friday, the day after Strouse was buried, Noncz descended the stairs to the tactical office in the basement of the Monroe District police station "to put a face behind the names Brian was always telling her about," team member Mark Wesselhoff said.

More than a dozen plainclothes officers had gathered there to remember their comrade with anecdotes and laughter rather than tears.

Smoke hung in the air and an air-conditioner hummed in the window.

"It's a roast right now," Wesselhoff said.

Carlos Iglesias said, "We used to call &lsqb;the team&rsqb; 'Brian's Posse' because he loved making arrests."

Strouse, an aggressive cop who talked about work even on the golf course, had volunteered to work a special shift the night of the shooting to help quell gang unrest in the neighborhood.

But at 3:02 a.m., less than an hour before Strouse's shift would have ended, the phone in Wesselhoff's house rang.

Wesselhoff woke with a start, glanced at the bright red numbers on the clock radio and picked up the phone.

"Brian's been shot," Wesselhoff recalled team member Willie Janda telling him. "It doesn't look good. You better get over here as fast as you can."

Rushing to the hospital, Wesselhoff exhorted his silent friend to fight for his life.

"Don't leave me now," Wesselhoff said. "There's too much stuff we'd planned on doing."

Strouse died hours later.
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High-speed train passes rail test

NORMAL, Ill.


Perched high above the lonely, flat landscape of the Midwest in a grimy General Electric locomotive, Amtrak engineer Steve Fleming pulled the throttle all the way back to the eighth notch and thundered into the future.

Fleming was at the controls of a three-car passenger train that reached 110 m.p.h. Thursday during a demonstration of cutting-edge satellite technology that would, if all goes as planned, shorten the 5 1/2-hour trip from Chicago to St. Louis by two hours and revolutionize high-speed rail service. 

The technology, which helps control and regulate high-speed rail travel to make it safe and efficient, was unveiled for the first time on a train carrying local, state and federal officials from Normal to Lexington and back--a 30-mile round trip through rural Illinois. 

Controlled by distant satellites and the unassuming Fleming, a balding, 27-year veteran of the railroad who grew up dreaming of being an engineer, the train thundered past fallow cornfields, grain elevators and grazing cows at speeds far in excess of the usual 79-m.p.h. limit imposed by federal authorities.

Its reflection flashed across the sunglasses of Pat Evans, who had waited at a crossing in his pickup truck for 10 minutes just to see the train for a second.

Its wake stirred the short-cropped hair of Fred Kilcullen, a grandfather and train enthusiast who stood across from the grain elevators in front of tiny Towanda's abandoned downtown, which the train blew past at 108 m.p.h.

Its wail shattered the quiet of central Illinois, whose flat landscape and ramrod-straight Union Pacific tracks made it ideal for testing high-speed rail service, said Chris Schwarberg, Illinois Department of Transportation spokesman.

For the five climactic miles in the middle of each run when the silver-and-blue juggernaut barreled along at nearly 110 m.p.h., a train ride through the countryside--once a nearly moribund means of passenger travel regarded with romance and nostalgia--no longer seemed like an excursion into the past but a trip into the future.

How real or distant that future is remains to be seen. As Americans rethink the way they travel, transportation officials say the time has come for high-speed rail service. But questions of funding remain unanswered.

Illinois and other Midwestern states have invested heavily in forming a high-speed rail network that would operate over nine states, with the system's hub in downtown Chicago. The Illinois portion of the project has been estimated to cost up to $425 million, according to state officials.

Illinois has spent $180 million over 10 years upgrading track for faster trains, improving safety at railroad crossings and installing sophisticated signaling systems, the Illinois Department of Transportation said.

The initial route on the high-speed rail network would lie between Chicago and St. Louis. But a 120-mile stretch between Springfield and Dwight will be up and running first. Track upgrades between Springfield and Dwight, which have cost about $70 million so far, will be completed by the end of the year, transportation officials say, and high-speed rail service between the two is expected to be available by the end of 2003.

Eventually plush new European-style trains with amenities such as larger seats, small office spaces with desks, and electrical outlets for laptop computers would be purchased.

With the new technology, the location of trains can be pinpointed much more accurately than before, to within 9 feet (this sentence as published has been corrected in this text). Sensors along the tracks beam information to a satellite that's relayed to Amtrak employees monitoring their whereabouts on computers, Schwarberg said.

On board the train the technology takes the form of several nondescript black boxes no bigger than toasters that enable the train to communicate with the sensors. The technology will lead to more efficient use of tracks by allowing more trains on them at a time; sensors will ensure the trains stay safely spaced along the track and automatically adjust their speeds if they get too close.

The system also can stop a train automatically without the engineer's help if he becomes ill.

As the train left the station, Fleming sat at the controls, a farsighted engineer wearing glasses, a denim shirt and jeans.

"Riding a train lets you see a part of America you never see," said Dick Smith, 61, a store owner in Normal, as he stood beside the tracks in front of the town's Amtrak station waiting to watch the train begin its journey.

But is the effect the same at 110 m.p.h.?

"I guess going through central Illinois it's about the same," Smith said, laughing. "You seen one cornstalk, you've seen 'em all."
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After 25 years in U.S., Hmong still feel isolated

The little, white-frame house at 17325 Waltham St. is vacant now. Schoolchildren walk past on their way home, never giving it a glance. A new for-sale sign stands in the yard.

It's a quaint house in a quiet neighborhood. But what allegedly happened here this fall landed a dozen men and boys in jail or a youth home and sent four teenage girls into hiding out of fear for their safety. 

The girls, all Hmong ethnics from Wisconsin, have said they were abducted from friends' homes after traveling to Detroit in September, then held captive at the house on Waltham and raped repeatedly by members of a Hmong street gang.

The case, a tangled web of victims, suspects and confused, anxious parents who feel they have lost control of their children and their destinies, provides a window on the lives of Hmong ethnics in the U.S. Theirs is an experience unique among American minorities not so much for its untold success stories or highly publicized failures but for the intensely lonely existence of those caught in between.

Almost 25 years after coming to the United States as political refugees from the Vietnam War--recruited by the CIA, they fought for the U.S.--many Hmong still find the transition to American life difficult. Some try to follow the folkways of their homeland--a lush stretch of verdant, mist-shrouded mountains in Laos where towns often had but one phone and homes only floors of dirt. Many find themselves isolated, not only from the American society that surrounds them but from their own children growing up in it.

Today an estimated 250,000 Hmong live in the U.S., concentrated in such diverse communities as Fresno, Calif., Minneapolis, and Appleton, Wis. A report released this month by the Institute for Wisconsin's Future paints a distressing portrait of the state's Hmong population, which, at more than 39,000, is the third-largest in the country behind California and Minnesota.

"Given the major cultural differences, language barriers and skill gaps facing the Hmong, a number of Wisconsin's Hmong population have relied on welfare to meet their families' basic needs during this transition," the report said.

The language barrier is foremost among difficulties facing the Hmong, said Vicky Selkowe, co-author of the report and project coordinator for the Milwaukee-based institute. Without a written language of their own, many Hmong have found English difficult to master, she said. Some have given up trying.

The report, "The impact of welfare reform on Wisconsin's Hmong aid recipients," says that more than 90 percent of those Hmong who were interviewed read little or no English.

"There is great loneliness. A lot of people are getting left behind," said Timothy Dunnigan, an associate professor of anthropology at the University of Minnesota.

One of those was a Hmong man in Sacramento, who on Dec. 4 shot to death five of his seven children in the family's one-bedroom apartment before killing himself, police say--a tragedy relatives attributed to the man's difficulty in finding a job to support his family.

Because many Hmong lack the education and skills required for urban life, financial hardship has set their American experience apart from that of other Southeast Asians, said KaYing Yang, executive director of the Southeast Asian Resource Action Center in Washington, D.C.

The stress of life in the U.S. can be overwhelming, agreed Xue Xiong, a Sheboygan grocery owner, as he rang up cans of bamboo shoots for a customer recently. "A lot is good here, but there is a lot of pressure too," Xiong said. "In Laos, there were no suicides. All over the U.S., families kill themselves, kill their wives, kill their children, kill themselves."

Adding to their quiet desperation is the sense among many Hmong parents that they have lost control of their children, Xiong said. Many Hmong youths have become deeply immersed in American popular culture; a few have been attracted to its violence.

Yang said the Hmong community increasingly has become polarized into rich and poor segments. But the trials of being a Laotian-American don't all stem from being mountain people in a modern world, she said.

"The issues we face are not refugee issues," she said. "They're American issues. The racism we face. The economy. It happens in black communities, it happens in Hispanic."

Principal Stan Allen of Detroit's Osborn High School has seen Hmong students become assimilated for better and for worse. Osborn, where some of the defendants in the gang-rape case attended school, has 250 Hmong among its 1,900 students, with a championship boys volleyball team that is 95 percent Hmong.

In 1987, when Allen arrived at the school, Hmong students in general "really hit the books," he said. "They were our top scholars. It was nothing to see them put up a 3.5 or 4.0 (grade-point average).

"But that has changed."

In the last 10 years, Allen has seen a decline in the scholastic performance of Hmong students, he said.

"A lot of Hmong parents are very worried about their kids falling in with the wrong group," Dunnigan said.

Those worries may have been borne out at the house on Waltham Street.

Among those trying to make sense of what happened in that house is a lonely Sheboygan woman named Chia Vue--the 65-year-old mother of one of the alleged victims. Vue spends afternoons sitting barefoot in her dim, public-housing apartment on Eisner Court--waiting for word of her daughter who is in hiding and watching soap operas she cannot understand.

"Life in America has been very difficult," Vue said through a translator without taking her eyes off "As the World Turns."

In October, Vue and her husband, Wakhua Thao, found solace in one of the old ways: They burned incense and visited a local farm, bought a pig and sacrificed it--a Hmong tradition in times of trouble and one practiced often by Hmong in towns throughout the U.S.

Many Hmong lost everything as they fled Laos after the Vietnam War. Often, they spent time in refugee camps in Thailand before settling in the U.S.

"We come from the jungle," said Boua Yang Vang, a schoolteacher in Macomb, Mich., who dresses for work in a pullover sweater, neatly creased and pleated pants and shiny, cap-toed oxfords. "I had to leave my country because of the communists. I had no choice. It was either stay and be killed or go to another country and be free."

There have been success stories in America, Dunnigan said--Hmong business people, doctors and lawyers. But freedom has come with a price for others, said Yeng Yang, a Hmong police officer in Sheboygan. He blames the Americanization of Hmong youth for a widening generation gap that has become the heartbreak of the Laotian-American community, and, more ominously, for the rise of Hmong street gangs.

"We're the new generation," said Xay Vang, a 22-year-old ex-gang member from Sacramento, who is serving a 20-year sentence for armed robbery.

Hmong gangs are becoming larger and more organized, said Bee Lor, an ex-gang member from Fresno who is imprisoned at the Oshkosh Correctional Institute in Wisconsin for second-degree murder. The Detroit case is one of several nationwide in which Hmong gangs recently have drawn attention for alleged rapes and other crimes, including a 826-count indictment last month in Fresno, charging 23 Hmong men and boys in connection with the 1998 gang rape of three Hmong girls.

Chia Vue is struggling to cope with what happened to her 17-year-old daughter. Vue's husband is a retired farmer who has not worked since coming to the U.S. in 1992. His family settled in Sheboygan because of the presence of other Hmong. Still, assimilation has been difficult. Vue said she feels lonely and isolated--not only from the rest of Sheboygan, but from her children, who have learned English.

The influx of Hmong provided a culture shock for many of the small towns in which they settled. The first three Hmong families in Sheboygan gave the quiet town of 50,000 the seeds of its first substantial minority population. That was in 1976. By 1990 the local Hmong community stood at 2,000. Now there are 5,000 Hmong residents in Sheboygan, about 65 percent of them under 18. Chicago, by comparison, has about 500, according to Hmong National Development Inc. Detroit has fewer than 4,000.

Sheboygan, like many heavily Hmong small towns in Wisconsin, has few readily apparent signs that such a large Hmong population is indeed there. Many Hmong residents tend to keep to themselves. Except for scattered exceptions, such as Xiong's small corner store, there are few Hmong-owned businesses in Sheboygan.

Many Hmong residents work in nearby automotive-parts plants and other factories--jobs that don't depend on an ability to speak English.

David Kirk, deputy chief for criminal investigations of the Sheboygan Police Department, said the FBI's investigation of the Detroit case has turned up evidence of what appears to have been a web of other gang-related incidents in Sheboygan, including possible initiation rituals and sexual assaults.

"There's a whole assortment of things . . .," Kirk said. "You have to understand the Hmong culture to understand some of problems we're starting to see. For example, among females, the normal marriage age is 13 or 14 in that culture--where those who are becoming Americanized are being told to wait longer, to go on to college and make something of themselves."

In 1997, with gang activity on the rise, Sheboygan police found themselves struggling to understand the Hmong community and to reconcile pig sacrifices with the town's accustomed way of life. So they took out a help-wanted ad in the newspaper seeking Laotian-American officers.

That ad was answered by Yeng Yang, a recent graduate of Lakeland Community College in Sheboygan who grew up in a farming family that gathered drinking water from a river and knew firsthand how difficult it could be for Hmong ethnics trying to adjust to life in America.

Yang was the officer who responded when Vue called Sept. 27 to report that her daughter had been missing for 10 days.

The girl had gone missing before, though not for so long. Hmong teenagers commonly travel hundreds of miles to attend soccer games and festivals, meet other Laotian-Americans and look for potential mates, Dunnigan said.

The courtship of Ladsamee Lee, a 20-year-old defendant in the Detroit case, and his teenage wife, Yer Xiong, was a typical whirlwind affair. Three years later their marriage hangs in limbo as the case against Lee grinds forward.

On a recent, gray afternoon in Detroit, Xiong, 18, sat waiting for her husband to appear before a judge. She worries about how she will pay the $ 800-a-month mortgage on their new house now that Lee, a machine operator at a suburban Detroit factory, is in jail.

She has visited her husband twice.

"He's OK," she said. "He's gotten skinnier. He doesn't like American food."

Xiong, of Appleton, Wis., met Lee, a Detroit resident, at a 1996 Hmong New Year's celebration in Green Bay, where both had gathered to attend parties with and meet other Hmong youths. She followed him to Detroit and they were married six months later.

Many Hmong parents, though dismayed, are resigned to their children's wanderings. And they are unaccustomed to dealing with police when the situation gets out of hand, Yang said.

Vue and her husband had reported their daughter missing in October 1998, Kirk said. That time police found her in Sheboygan, in a car stolen from an uncle.

When the girl left home in September, she told her parents she was going to visit friends. But she didn't say where or for how long, Kirk said. Prosecutors say the four alleged victims of the gang-rape case in Detroit all traveled willingly from Wisconsin to visit with Hmong friends on the eve of the Hmong New Year celebration.

Twelve teenagers and men, ranging from 14 to 23 years old, have been charged with raping them. The FBI is investigating.

Bee Lor, the ex-gang member serving time at Oshkosh, thinks many Hmong youths--himself included--don't know how to handle so much freedom in the U.S. Lor, 27, who was 14 when his family moved to California, regrets dropping out of school.

"If I hadn't," he said, "I wouldn't be in this mess right now."
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Community denounces violence, mourns teen



Dozens of residents of a South Side neighborhood haunted by two recent shooting deaths came together Saturday for a rally against violence and drugs.

They marched for about a half-mile on South Cottage Grove Avenue, past the front door of a church in which a young mother's body lay in a shiny white coffin. 

Later, Bethlehem Star Missionary Baptist Church overflowed with mourners for the funeral of 17-year-old Lakisha Tate, whose death April 13--one of two fatal shootings last weekend--touched a nerve in the community and prompted Saturday's rally. Tate, who lived in the 8000 block of South Woodlawn Avenue, was struck in the head by a stray bullet when a fight at a neighborhood lounge spilled into the streets and erupted in gunfire. 

In an unrelated incident the same weekend, Shakir K. Beckley, 23, was killed in a gang-related drive-by shooting on the 1400 block of East 89th Street.

"We're not only responding to these unfortunate incidents, but also to other violence," Mayor Richard M. Daley told neighborhood residents who assembled in the parking lot of the church. "You're out here saying, 'We want to save our mothers. We want to save our fathers. We want to save our children.'"

People clapped, cheered and sang gospel songs.

"I'm concerned for the community," said Ella Stroud. "It seems like the only thing that brings us together anymore is tragedy."

City officials and neighborhood clergy members called for a unified, grass-roots effort by parents, homeowners and others to root out gangs and drugs.

Chicago Police Supt. Terry Hillard encouraged residents to continue forming clubs "block by block by block" to help police the neighborhood and to practice tough love when dealing with wayward children.

"Because somewhere in the night," Hillard said, "that dreadful phone call is going to come--just like it did for these two mothers."

Tate's body lay in the open coffin as one of her brothers carried her 2-year-old daughter, Tattiana Milton, past during the wake. "That's not her," the child said. But moments later, the girl, rustling and resplendent in a white-lace dress, began to cry.

The scene at the church was a strange confluence of hope and despair, with the funeral following the rally and march. Soon after the brisk procession up Cottage Grove, during which marchers chanted rousing slogans such as "Up with hope, down with dope," mourners packed the church.

Tears streamed down Laresa Daniel's face as she sat in the church with other close friends of Tate's. Theirs was a close-knit group, but if a disagreement occurred, Tate patched things up.

Tate, a McDonald's employee, dreamed of going to college and becoming an actress. "All she thought about was school," said Daniel, 20.

In his eulogy, Rev. Roosevelt Watkins III--president of Pastors United for Change and pastor of the Bethlehem Star Church--decried the growing violence on the streets. "God may have taken Lakisha so we would all come together and realize that we have a big problem in our community," he said.

Chicago Tribune, Monday, March 5, 2001, Page One

Illiniwek controversy gets personal

Indian youth says racism drove him from Champaign, 

blames acceptance of university’s costumed symbol

CHAMPAIGN, Ill.



Wayne Crue, a 13-year-old member of the Shoshone-Bannock tribe, was a baby in Idaho when people here began arguing about whether it was racist for a college to dress a student as a fictitious American Indian named Chief Illiniwek and send him out dancing at halftime.

But the long-running debate eventually engulfed Wayne, making reluctant adversaries of the teenager and the Chief, an Irish-American graduate student named John Madigan who portrays the controversial symbol at University of Illinois basketball, football and volleyball games. 

The debate, which threatens to boil over again Wednesday when the university's Board of Trustees considers a report on the issue, has long been waged among alumni, students and faculty members. But out of the public spotlight, the issue was playing out inside a Champaign middle school, with sad consequences.

Ben and Cyd Crue say their adopted son, Wayne, was a lightning rod for strong and sometimes racist feelings engendered by the long-running debate over whether to retire the Chief. In December, the Crues took Wayne out of school in Champaign, where he had endured four years of taunting, and placed him at Leech Lake Reservation in Minnesota, where he can wear his long hair in braids without fear of being scorned. 

"When we moved here, teachers looked on Wayne as a deviant, and his peers would gang up on him and push him around and call him 'gay boy' and 'Barbie,'" his mother said.

"At the same time, very quickly, we ran into Chief Illiniwek. And I found that very difficult to combat while I was trying to educate people about Wayne."

Cyd Crue, who is head of the Illinois Chapter of the National Coalition on Racism in Sports and Media, cried for a week after she moved her son to Minnesota, she said. She attends Illinois games and boos the Chief--a colorful feathered figure portrayed by Madigan, who three years ago beat out nine other students for the honor of being the school's 33rd Chief Illiniwek in 75 years.

For his part, Madigan, who has endured shouts of "bigot" and "racist" at games, thinks that his is a noble calling. "It serves as a tribute to the heritage of our state and institution," he said. But the Chief's four-minute halftime dance, performed in buckskins and headdress, has caused more than 12 years of sometimes angry debate in Champaign.

The controversy in Champaign is neither the beginning nor the end of a more than 20-year-old national debate over the propriety of race-based mascots such as those used by the Florida State Seminoles, the Washington Redskins and the Cleveland Indians. But among college movements it is one of the most visible, says Carol Spindel, an Illinois professor who wrote "Dancing at Halftime," a book about the controversy nationally and in Illinois.

Last week a faculty group led by Stephen Kaufman, a professor of biology, vowed to launch a campaign to dissuade student-athletes being recruited by the university from coming to Illinois unless the Chief is retired. Though many students seem ambivalent about the issue, Kaufman says 800 faculty members have signed a petition asking that the Chief be retired.

"What we are portraying, this stylized Hollywood version of a Wild West show, is totally incongruous with what we're trying to teach," he says. "The stereotyping has had a very detrimental effect that has spilled over into the community here. You have a real grade-school student who continually has been harassed."

That student is Wayne Crue. The Crues, who adopted their son from an Indian reservation in Fort Hall, Idaho, when he was 6 days old, saw Wayne's troubles begin soon after they moved to Champaign, a town of 63,500 with fewer than 110 American Indians.

"One boy called Wayne a stupid Indian savage," his mother said.

Wayne said, "I just think that community is racist."

In time, the boy began fighting back. With his parents he demonstrated outside athletic events. Angry fans hurled obscenities and beer at the Crues, the family said. At home on their shady, quiet street, where flags bearing the message "Save the Chief" flew from a few houses, some neighbors stopped talking to them.

If a single moment can crystallize a controversy, it happened almost three years ago when Wayne rose from his seat among spectators at a panel discussion of the issue. Turning to ask Madigan a question, Wayne--then a shy 10-year-old--noticed every head in the place turn toward him and froze, speechless; paralyzed with stage fright, he had forgotten what he wanted to say, Cyd Crue recalls.

The standoff, though silent and brief, was the first of several public confrontations with Madigan initiated by Wayne and his parents and framed in the public eye the two young men most affected by the controversy raging in Champaign.

Madigan, a native of tiny Philo, has been an avid Illinois fan since the Chief came to visit his grade-school class when he was 6.

"It's something I've always had in the back of my mind to do," he said. "It's the greatest honor I could do for the university. The chief touches so many people outside the university too."

Of course, not everyone loves the chief. "Some people get real, real personal," Madigan said.

Wayne thinks the Chief is a disgrace. Chief Illiniwek, whose name is derived from the Illini confederation of Algonquin tribes that inhabited Illinois in the 1820s, dresses in regalia from an Oklahoma tribe. And that dance is all wrong for the outfit, Wayne said. He has told Madigan so whenever he has seen him in public.

"I think he's just a clown dancing at halftime," Wayne said.

Wayne's strong views didn't win him many friends at school. "He started speaking out vocally, which made him a target," his father said.

Wayne's problems reached a boiling point in 5th grade at Edison Middle School, which would become ground zero for the storm raging around Chief Illiniwek.

"Kids were wearing, like, 'Save the Chief' stickers on their foreheads," Wayne said.

Some of the students were getting the stickers from a teacher at Edison. In March 2000 the Crues filed a complaint against the teacher, Kathy Alexis. According to a copy of the hearing officer's report obtained from the Crues, Wayne's parents alleged that their son's former teacher had "engaged in multiple acts of racial prejudice, disparaging remarks and conduct irreparably harmful to the student."

Alexis, who declined to talk about the complaint, was ordered to complete a racial-sensitivity training program and to expand on her teaching of American Indian history and culture, according to the report.

The "Chief thing," as local school Supt. Michael Cain delicately refers to the Illiniwek controversy, had spilled over full force into the halls of Edison, where industrial technology teacher Lee Roberts keeps a poster on the front of his lectern that bears a generic American Indian profile and the words "Indians Are People, Not Mascots."

In November Roberts sent a student to the principal's office when the 6th grader refused to turn inside out his T-shirt, which bore the Chief's likeness.

"It's not about me," Roberts said. "It's about students being able to go to school in a non-threatening environment. I had Wayne Crue in my class. He sat in the third seat on the front row."

Wayne--one of 14 American Indian students out of 9,405 children enrolled in the district--found himself at the center of a storm.

"It's amazing to me how the community has polarized itself around this issue," said Roberts, who has been ordered not to mention the Chief during class anymore.

University of Illinois spokesman Bill Murphy said, "I find it all kind of mind-boggling. It goes on and on and on."

The debate has gone on since 1989, Murphy said, "But I think this is the time when the issue has gotten the most serious, sustained attention."

Given that the Chief has the support of wealthy alumni who might threaten to quit giving the university money if he is retired, some faculty members are skeptical that Illiniwek ever will go away. The January 26 issue of the student newspaper carried an advertisement for "Chief Illiniwek Tryouts: Informational meeting, Tuesday, Jan. 30, 2001."

Jay Rosenstein, a University of Illinois journalism professor who made a 1997 PBS documentary examining the Chief Illiniwek controversy, thinks attitudes toward the Chief and other such symbols, once accepted, are changing.

"That doesn't mean people all agree, but they've accepted that this is an issue and a controversial one," he said. "Whereas in the mid-1990s, I think the general populace wouldn't even hear of it. 'Something's wrong with the Chief? What the hell are you talking about?'"

In the last 25 years, countless high schools and colleges across the country have changed mascots, Spindel says. "In some towns it has been very bitter and emotional," she said. "In others it seems to go more smoothly."

Whatever happens in Champaign will not affect either of the two young men whose faces have come to represent the controversy at the University of Illinois. John Madigan says he will surrender his feathers at the end of the school year regardless of what the board decides; he's ready to make way for a successor. And Wayne Crue will stay in Minnesota, talking to his mother several times a day.

"Hey, hey sweetie," Cyd Crue cooed into the cordless phone when her son called one night last week.

Wayne misses his family, he said. "And I kind of miss my friends.

"But I like going out here, because I go to a native school," he said.
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Indiana steel generations see way of life melt away

EAST CHICAGO, Ind.


Before the big, brooding steel mills could turn their back on Bill Payonk, he turned his back on them.

Payonk, 49, a 30-year veteran steelworker, retired as soon as he was eligible--and only a few months before his employer, LTV Corp., closed its Indiana Harbor steel plant in East Chicago late last year, leaving more than 3,500 without jobs. LTV's shutdown was one more blow in a recent series of setbacks for the region, which has seen layoffs and a closing at other steel mills. 

"I'd had my fill," Payonk said.

"While it pays well, it really kind of changes your perspective. My wife, on Sundays, she'd say I'd get a very sour disposition thinking about going back to work. 

"It makes you tired. It makes you weary."

In this corner of Indiana, the mills have sustained generations of families, affording comfortable if hard-earned lifestyles and the increasingly old-fashioned luxury of rootedness. But the industry's tortured past and uncertain future have made some men tired of the whole business, causing them to question--and sometimes to break with--the time-honored way of life that has bound them fast to the steel mills and the steel towns.

It isn't the first time the mills and their workers have been at odds, nor is it likely the last. For decades the cycles of the industry have made for a spiral of hope and heartbreak that seems every now and then to suggest that steelworkers like Payonk are a dying breed--only to make them flush with success weeks later.

But this time feels different, some say. Besides the closure of LTV and the nearby Acme Metals Inc. plant across the Illinois border in Riverdale, other steelmakers in the region are losing money. Mired in their worst crisis in a generation, the mills, down to 20,000 workers from 50,000 in 1980, can no longer be counted on, it seems. And some men whose fathers and grandfathers and great-grandfathers preceded them in the mills are breaking the chain, shooing their sons away from the grimy, dangerous, fickle plants as they themselves turn away.

Though many idled LTV workers hold out hope that another company will buy the mill and call them back, Jerry Stevens--a 53-year-old, third-generation steelworker--gladly retired when LTV closed.

"I wouldn't go back," he said. "I've had enough. This is too much of an emotional roller-coaster."

Because Stevens had successfully discouraged his two sons from becoming steelworkers, his retirement brought to a close his family's 75-year history in the mills. In fact, a father-and-son conversation in the family car might have saved Jerry Stevens II from the ignoble fate of his heritage. More than a year ago, out on a drive, the elder Stevens talked his teenage son out of working in the mills--a job Jerry II took for granted, figuring that it was "probably in the blood."

Avoiding their father's fate

"I wanted something better for them," Stevens said of his two boys, Jerry II and Jacob. The boys listened. When LTV workers lost their jobs, Jerry II was relieved to be attending film school in Orlando. And Jacob was busy running his housecleaning service in Kansas City.

"It's survival," said Dr. John Rolland, a professor of psychiatry at the University of Chicago and co-director of the Chicago Center for Family Health. "You don't want your son to drown."

Said Jerry II: "I think all the fathers that work there, they don't really want their kids to have to be in an environment like that. It causes hearing loss, and it's constantly dangerous. They pretty much want better for their kids. They want them to be in a more technical field."

Many young people simply haven't been able to get jobs in today's more efficient, highly mechanized industry. As a result, relatively few young steelworkers are to be found today--either on the job or in the unemployment lines.

"When my son got out of high school, they weren't doing any hiring," said Jim Robinson, an official with the United Steelworkers of America. "Because the plants were downsizing and not growing, there's a whole generation of steelworkers missing."

Ironically, that generation was spared the pain and uncertainty of the industry's latest spasm. Many if not most of those idled by the bankrupt LTV's shutdown were eligible for retirement, Robinson said.

"Times have changed," said Robert Bernotus, 49, who was forced into retirement after working his entire career at the Indiana Harbor plant. "I don't think anybody's kids wanted to be steelworkers. Why go into the mills?"

Bernotus, whose father was a steelworker, has two brothers who work at Ispat Inland Steel Corp. in East Chicago. But, with his blessing, his children have opted for college instead.

On a cold and windy night last week, Bernotus was among scores of unemployed workers from LTV's bridge shop who gathered for a farewell party at a Dyer, Ind., bar called Finnegan's Wake. On their way in, the men took care to scrawl their names, addresses and phone numbers in a notebook by the front door so they could keep in touch. They greeted one another by punching shoulders and grabbing elbows. They laughed over their Old Styles as the jukebox played songs like "Lyin' Eyes."

They had been through this before. Mike Griffin, 49, had been laid off eight times in 28 years and 10 months on the job. But this time was different. This time they would have to think about what they might do if the mill didn't reopen. Some would have to look outside the region for jobs. Others would look for odd jobs to tide them over while they waited hopefully for another company to buy the plant and call back laid-off workers.

"It hits you like a ton of bricks," said Eddie Gonzales, a second-generation steelworker who lost his job at LTV. At 42, Gonzales was one of the younger steelworkers and not yet eligible to retire. With two children to feed and another to put through college at Purdue University, he lies awake nights worrying about the future.

Gonzales said he was offered a job as a boilermaker in southern Indiana but turned it down because it would have meant uprooting his family; he has relatives in the area, and his wife, an accountant, has a job.

"Not only is it affecting our lives, it's affecting our kids," Gonzales said. "My son at college might have to come home and get a job. That's not the way it's supposed to be. This is the Great American Dream."

Payonk, who wanted to be a teacher, knows what it's like to defer a dream.

"I went into the mills 30 years ago with the intent of working a year and then going to school," he said. "But then I discovered overtime--and being able to purchase things I'd never purchased before.

"You kind of lose sight of what life's all about."

'The adversity has changed'

Those whose fathers and grandfathers and great-grandfathers have made a living in the mills had developed methods for dealing with the stress of working in the industry, Rolland said.

"There's almost a culture that develops, a resilience," he said. "They learn how to deal with adversity.

"But the adversity has changed now."

LTV's shutdown will cost up to 9,000 additional jobs in the region as its suppliers are forced to contract. The area's other steelmakers are hurting too.

The wide-ranging effects of the steel industry's latest downturn have been felt by nearly everyone in the region, said Tim Raykovich, assistant to the mayor in beleaguered East Chicago. Residents of the town, which stands to lose 15 percent of its operating budget without LTV paying property taxes, have seen a reduction in garbage collection times.

In Riverdale, even fans of Harlequin Romance novels have felt the impact; no longer can they find recent titles at the public library, which lost more than 20 percent of its budget when Acme Metals Inc. closed in October.

The library slashed its budget for new books by $12,000.

"I think this is the worst of times," Raykovich said.

But Stevens, who was preceded in the mills by his father, grandfather and great-uncles, smiles sometimes when he talks about losing his job. He is free of the mills. So are his sons.

"Jerry II has nice, soft hands," Stevens said. "He didn't need to be in the steel mill."
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Following their dream to Chicago

In city and suburbs, Indians blending in

Alone in his car in rush-hour traffic, Ravi Singh begins to mumble. For almost 20 minutes, words spill softly from his lips as he says his morning prayers.

Here, on a ramp at the Eisenhower Expressway interchange with Interstate Highway 88, his Indian faith merges with the American Dream. Turban on his head and tie cinched around his neck, Singh--a state government worker and aspiring statehouse candidate--is a composite of the city's Indian community: unobtrusively holding to a few old customs while easing into the American mainstream--and the road to political power. 

"We are at a crossroads," Singh said. "We're realizing we have to get involved."

As India approaches the 50th anniversary of its independence, Indians in Chicago--a diffuse group with no real neighborhoods, wards or aldermen to call its own--are seeking the voice their forefathers did half a century ago. But this time they are going about it in a much different manner. Rather than breaking away, they are blending in.

The women in saris who glide along the streets of the city's Far North Side might be the public image most closely associated with India. But they are just one face of a button-down group that has cemented financial influence in Chicago with a world-class business district along Devon Avenue and a coterie of doctors and other professionals whose Indian identity has fallen secondary to that thing called the American dream.

"Just like all the people say, this is the land of opportunity," said Jimmy Sabastian, who owns J.P. Electronics of Illinois on Devon Avenue.

Those with the tools to succeed afford themselves no time for socializing. "We wake up, we come here, we leave here, we go home and go to sleep," said Salim Shelia, 41, who has owned Tahoora Sweets & Cafe on Devon for a year.

Thursday morning, 72-year-old Dhula Bhai Patel sat quietly on a bench facing Devon, sliding his feet in and out of his sandals as he chatted with two other elderly Indian men. None could speak English. But miles away, in a meeting at the state treasurer's office, Ravi Singh spoke up without a hint of an Indian accent.

And as Syed Rahman sat killing time with his cousin, Bader Arif, at a table in the Hyderabad House Restaurant on Devon one afternoon last week, Rahman--a 61-year-old retired factory worker--wore a topi on his head. But where the older man wore the Hindi cap, Arif--the restaurant's 45-year-old owner--had his eyeglasses propped, Hollywood style.

Rahman lives blocks away, but Arif--a builder who counts among his recent projects a nearby mosque that draws more than 1,000 people for Friday prayer services--lives in Skokie. Though the long-popular commercial strip on Devon where Arif started his restaurant three years ago is the most identifiable presence of what passes for an Indian community, there are other pockets of Indian life--many of them in suburbs such as Naperville and Orland Park or counties such as Lake and DuPage. In 1970, two-thirds of the area's Indian residents lived in the city; now only about a third do.

In 1990, about 25,000 of the area's 41,606 Indian residents lived in the counties surrounding Chicago, according to the Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission.

The diffuse nature of the city's Indian community makes it unusual among ethnic groups, said Jeryl Levin, executive director of the Illinois Ethnic Coalition. Chicago has no real Indian neighborhoods--and that means no wards, no aldermen, no clout. Even smaller immigrant groups that still lack significant political power--Koreans, Vietnamese, Chinese--are generally more geographically cohesive.

Though many Indian immigrants continue gravitating toward the Devon Avenue area, many who have lived in Chicago awhile--professionals who have established a career and begun enjoying the fruits of their success--are among those who have moved to the suburbs. Young urban professionals such as Sankar Sambasivan, a research scientist at Northwestern University who lives in an apartment near Devon, is considering such a move; he and his family would like a little more breathing room.

"To me, it's not a big deal," Sambasivan said. "We'd still be close."

In stark contrast to immigrants from many other countries, Levin said, the first wave of those from India were well-to-do professionals: doctors, dentists, engineers. As a result, they have been more mobile.

It was 18 years ago, at the stroke of midnight, that R.S. Rajan, a successful, high-ranking government official in India, gave up everything and boarded a plane for the United States.

Almost 30 hours later, he landed in Connecticut, where his sister met him and his 17-year-old son at the airport.

Rajan came because he wanted a good education for both his sons. After only two days in Bridgeport, he set out for Chicago, a distant place recommended by friends and relatives. "They said Chicago was a very open and fair-minded place with fewer hangups about immigrants," Rajan said.

Within a week, he had found a suitable accounting job in Chicago, and his sons were on their way to a Midwestern education at DePaul University and white-collar jobs in marketing and accounting.

Now, Rajan, 63, of Skokie, is administrative manager for the Indo American Center in Chicago.

Even as the Indian population has scattered, Indian interests have become much more focused, he said.

Until three years ago, the Indian community's annual independence parade was held downtown. This year will be its third along Devon, where a stretch of sari shops, restaurants, groceries, sweet shops and electronic stores has grown in the '90s to become one of the nation's largest Indian commercial districts.

More than 80 Indian or Pakistani businesses line the street below fluttering Indian flags and green-and-white banners labeling this the International Marketplace. There are Greek and Russian merchants here as well. But Indian businesses predominate, especially in the stretch between the 2500 and 2700 blocks of Devon.

"It gives the feeling of a mini-India," Consul General Jagdish Sharma said.

The food on Devon is so spicy it makes Devon Bank executive Irv Loundy sweat. Arif's most popular dish is a potent rice-and-meat concoction. But the blending going on in the kitchens at the heart of the Indian business district is cultural as well as culinary; many have Americanized their food, toning down the spicier fare somewhat so the clientele won't suffer too much, said Loundy, who serves as head of the area business association.

It's a delicate balance, the recipe of success. Getting along is important.

"We are living in America, so we have to follow the American way," Sabastian said.

But a plunge into the mainstream must be carefully measured, Singh said: "Yes, we can be Americans, but we have to retain our identity. That is what being an American is."

Singh wasn't eager to tell his father, Chicago radiologist Pavitar Singh, about his political aspirations. Politics remains a dirty word to many Indians, Singh said.

The elder Singh had come to America in the 1960s with a diploma in one hand and $200 in the other, then proceeded to Cook County Hospital to do what it took to become a doctor in the United States.

As a number of younger Indians in Chicago still do, Pavitar Singh returned to India for a prearranged marriage. Then he came back to the United States, settled in Aurora and proceeded to launch a medical career like so many other Indian immigrants.

The second generation isn't doing things quite the same way.

"I'm focusing my career on politics, which is unheard of," said Singh, who ate a muffin and drank three cups of coffee Thursday morning during breakfast with a prominent businessman in a position to help him politically.

"Everyone's saying, 'Ravi, that's good.' But at the same time, they're saying, 'Why didn't you become a doctor or an engineer?' It's the mind-set."

That's changing, however. Singh, the 25-year-old community relations coordinator for the state treasurer's office and executive director of the Illinois Indian Chamber of Commerce, is considering a run for state representative. He would be the first Indian elected to the state legislature. But more Indians in the United States have begun thinking politically, and the coming years will reveal how they will amass power in a country fairly bursting with special-interest groups, said Levin, of the ethnic coalition.

Meanwhile, Asian-Americans are the most rapidly growing demographic group in the country. It's unclear, Levin said, whether Indians will maintain a separate identity from the Asian coalition developing in the name of political representation; whether they will melt into the group; or whether they will think of themselves as Americans.

Choices abound. Many Indians appreciate them.

"I love this city," said Sharma, whose office in NBC Tower overlooks Lake Michigan.

"I seldom come across a case in which someone leaves Chicago to go to another city."

But Kamal Nain, a 26-year-old cook from Punjab, sat on a corner bench on Devon last week and missed his India--"my parents, my culture."

Next to him, in the windows of a video store, hung a poster for the Indian movie being released to coincide with the country's independence day. "I love my India," were the words at the top. At the bottom was the name of the movie:

"Pardes."

It means visitor in a foreign land.
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Blazing a trail through Lost Chicago

Planned riverwalk to link Chinatown, Navy Pier

In the shadow of the Roosevelt Road Bridge at the Chicago River, where the homeless sleep, a tattered Spanish-language Western lies open to Chapter 11. The story of this urban frontier, a vast forgotten place just blocks from the Sears Tower, is ready for an epilogue.

It's written in the recently rehabilitated bridge, whose ornate design suggests a day is coming when human eyes will be all around to appreciate the majestic piers that rise like jungle temples from the thistle and Queen Anne's lace. 

This vast urban netherworld, abandoned and untamed since the railroads left more than a quarter-century ago, is so isolated as to be incomprehensible to most Chicagoans on the bustling sidewalks of Michigan Avenue. "It's sort of our giant secret," said Ted Wolff, a Chicago landscape architect who is part of a consultant team under contract with the city.

But the area is front and center on the minds of city planners working on a long-held vision for the scraggly South Branch of the Chicago River. Last month, the City Council Finance Committee officially began the taming of the South Branch, approving a new 285-acre tax increment financing district that would spur development in the River South area and help pay for construction of the city's longest continuous riverwalk.

Over the next 5 to 10 years, planners say, this lost world, a sprawling, two-mile stretch of scruffy green space between 800 South Wells Street and Chinatown, will undergo profound change: Proposals for the northern end of the South Branch, from Van Buren Street to just south of Roosevelt Road, call for a mix of residential, office and commercial, said Joe Zehnder, deputy commissioner for planning and zoning.

South of that, to Chinatown, most plans are for residential development, Zehnder said.

Tying it all together, city officials hope, will be a two-mile stretch of paved walkway along the river, probably with benches, lightposts and landscaping. From Van Buren Street, the 18-foot-wide pedestrian and bike path would stretch two miles south to 18th Street near Chinatown.

Now, as a recent sojourn in the area showed, that route is choked with weeds, brush, rocks and trees--a vast wilderness with pastel butterflies and filtered sunlight. The lost Chicago.

"I don't think anybody knows about it," Wolff said. "You can feel lost in there, surrounded by the trees."

It's a good place for bird watching, Zehnder said--but not much else. "There's no reason to go down there," he said.

The Roosevelt Road Bridge, with its elaborate bas-relief pier caps depicting a symbolic Chicago scene--skyscraper, lightning, trains and a mysterious woman with her back to the viewer-- stands unappreciated by human eyes. Even the tour boats don't venture this far.

"Once you get past River City, there's not a heck of a lot to see," said Craig Wenokur, spokesman for Wendella Sightseeing Boats.

But long before reconstruction of the bridge was completed in the spring of 1995, everyone expected the area around it to be developed, said Stan Kaderbek, deputy commissioner and chief bridge engineer for the Chicago Department of Transportation.

The city has been working on plans for River South since 1990. Establishment of a tax increment financing district enables the city to redirect new tax revenues from development along the South Branch back into that area, rather than divvying them up among all the tax districts as usual.

"What we have down here in River South is a whole new community as the land is developed," Zehnder said.

City planners hope a riverwalk along the South Branch would become part of a more-or-less continuous walkway from Navy Pier to Chinatown, said Patricia Gallagher, director of Chicago's City Space project. Small stretches of accessible riverfront exist downtown.

Jan Ooms, 43, a professor from Holland, rested on a bench one afternoon last week in Chicago River Park, a short plaza across the river from Marina City.

"I thought I'd be able to go under the bridge and walk along the river," said Ooms, who was killing time before catching an Amtrak train to St. Louis. "But it's a very short stretch."

Nearby, 11-year-old Albert Knott lost a tennis ball in the river while bouncing it off the wall. The yellow ball bobbed in place in the green water, hung up in a stagnant pool just east of the same bridge abutment that interrupted Ooms' walk.

Many American cities, including Denver and San Antonio, have rediscovered riverfronts abandoned by rail and industry--"a windfall of land," Zehnder calls it. But Chicago, a city once famous for its rail connection, might have a little more to work with than most, Zehnder said.

"It's the silver lining of Chicago's history as the railroad capital of the country," Wolff said. "We get a lot of land, and it's all flat."

Although large tracts of land remained undeveloped in the city until the 1980s, that which lies along the east bank of the South Branch is thought to be the biggest single expanse.

But only the lonely know what lies beyond the end of South Wells Street.

The homeless gather near 18th Street, where the old railroad bridge over the river is always up, rearing huge and black against the sky, like a spooked horse.

"God help 'em," Wolff said. "But they just kind of want to be where nobody else is. It's just another form of displacement. You bring in some nice riverwalk, and they've got to find another bridge to sleep under."

Once the Baltimore and Ohio trains rolled east over the river just before turning north up the east bank to Union Station. But time hasn't meant anything out here for more than 25 years.

Several blocks south of the Roosevelt bridge, hidden in thick vegetation not far from the overgrown rail platforms of a forgotten time, is one person's frontier home:

An easy chair and other modest amenities fill a hollowed-out tree bedecked with a plywood roof.

Last week, beside the river downtown, Dennis Downey, 43, assembled a sandwich from two tomatoes, a wilted piece of lettuce and a shard of bun he had found in the trash and ate lunch, being careful to wipe his mouth with a napkin.

Just south of Van Buren, in the fading light of the workday, 31-year-old Charles Smith curled up for a nap against Lower Wacker Drive, his back to the river and the yachts that purred past headed north.

This is where the proposed riverwalk would start. With a short, narrow walkway already in place, this stretch of the river would be one of the easiest to tame.

"I think it's a good idea," Smith said of the proposed riverwalk, slapping rocks and grass out of his basketball shoes.

"They got 'em up the way."

Cassanova Cole, 23, a cook, ate his lunch on a bench across the river from Marina City after leaving work for the day.

"Look at Chicago," he said nodding toward the river. "It's like a postcard picture. Yeah, they should have another riverwalk."

But he had no frame of reference for a Chicago south of the Sears Tower.

Where Smith was sleeping, there was only the soft rushing sound of one car after another flying past on Lower Wacker, like the turning of pages. The world moves on. Ashes flying off his cigarette, Smith rose, hefted his black bag and strolled unhurried back up into the city and the gathering dusk.
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Drum still beating for men’s movement

This afternoon he was Executive Vice President for Human Resources.

Tonight he is Great Horned Owl. 

The transformation of Mark Shircel, which occurs without even loosening his yellow necktie, takes place just after nightfall on a shadowy loading dock beneath the Kennedy Expressway.

Here, between an old tire and a weathered hand truck inside a men's-clothing warehouse, Shircel and two-dozen other men gather arm-locked in a circle--all wearing stickers scrawled with the names of animals.

The unlikely group, whose members range in age from 18 to 58 and sport everything from Nikes to wingtips, includes a pastor, a factory worker, a commercial airline pilot, a medical technician, a private detective, and an executive--the 42-year-old Shircel--whose joyless workday ended with laid-off employees parading through his office to be processed out of the firm.

These are the most recent Chicago-area initiates of the New Warrior Training Adventure, a 48-hour weekend retreat for the modern American man seeking to make himself "tough and loving, wild and gentle, fierce and tolerant."

"How are you different now?" group leader George Rounds asks, exhorting the men in a hushed and solemn voice.

Soaring Eagle and Majestic Giraffe and Big Sky Moose listen raptly.

In the next room, 125 people have assembled for a ceremony in honor of the men. It's a strange and mysterious rite of passage for 25 ordinary Joes carrying on the extraordinary rituals of a men's movement that seems to be gaining newfound credibility.

The movement emerged more than a decade ago with the mythopoetic musings of Robert Bly and, perhaps somewhat presumptuously, borrowed icons and rituals for its white-male middle-class displays of angst from African and Native American cultures.

Now, with the recent publication of feminist Susan Faludi's book "Stiffed: The Betrayal of the American Male," and the release of this season's hit movie "Fight Club," the story of modern man's struggle for purpose in a fickle world of shifting gender roles is hot again.

"In today's society, men just don't communicate," Shircel said. "I mean we don't speak from our hearts. It's like, 'How's the football game, the cars, the fishing,' that kind of crap. And it just didn't feel right to me."

The New Warriors' retreat changed all that, he said.

"On the way home, I had this unbelievable feeling that I had actually talked to a man."

Undoubtedly most Americans ceased to contemplate men's groups after their highly publicized heyday in the early 1990s, when the movement peaked amid the beating of drums and the smirking of detractors. But the show has gone on, albeit largely out of the public consciousness.

The rituals continue today, not only in the woods and hills of Middle America, but in the Evanston office building where therapists Bob Mark and Buddy Portugal, co-founders of the locally based program called Men's Room: Victories of the Heart, do their work; and in rented space in Chicago's highly visible Mural Building on North Ashland Avenue--the Bigsby & Kruthers warehouse in which graduates of the New Warriors program meet in weekly sessions that build on the weekend retreats of the New Warriors.

New Warriors--the only international program of its kind and one of the oldest and largest in the country--is operated out of 27 centers worldwide by The Mankind Project, a not-for-profit group whose primary mission is to sponsor the retreats. Its Chicago center, the program's second-oldest and its largest, has graduated 3,000 initiates since opening in 1985.

For New Warriors and other such groups that have survived since America's initial fascination with them waned, little has changed--even as an unlikely champion has taken up the cause and pop culture has indoctrinated a new generation.

"I think we're a voice in the wilderness," said Dave Lindgren, program director for Mentor's Action Network, the not-for-profit Chicago organization that sponsors the follow-up sessions for New Warriors.

Popular culture and the mass media have not always been kind to the men's movement.

"We have not set out to put ourselves at the top of the public-relations heap," said Chuck Heisinger, executive director of the Mankind Project, "because we know this is a sensitive issue."

But he added: "Our organization is at a crossroads. Are we going to be just a white, middle-class men's organization, or are we going to be all-inclusive?"

New Warriors groups comprise mostly middle-class white men with a few African-Americans, Hispanics and other minorities. The retreat costs $600, but in the interest of diversity organizers sometimes reduce or waive the fee.

"In many instances, these were highly educated men who at midlife could say, 'OK, I'm tired of being a manager and tired of choking my feelings back to do this job,' " said Michael Schwalbe, a professor of sociology at North Carolina State University and author of a book on the men's movement, "Unlocking the Iron Cage."

"It takes a lot of privilege to be able to do that."

The Mankind Project co-founder is Rich Tosi, an ex-Marine and former engineer with General Motors who dreamed up the whole idea years ago while sitting at a kitchen table in Wisconsin with two other men. He initially thought the notion of men's groups was crazy.

But groups such as New Warriors do invaluable work, Tosi said.

"When groups of men are together, the energy and what is done and what is talked about is very different than if men and women are together," he said.

New Warriors is the only nationwide men's group that crosses boundaries of race, class and religion, said Robert Moore, a psychoanalyst at the University of Chicago. Many of the other large men's groups, such as Promise Keepers, are Christian.

In 2000, Heisinger expects New Warriors to place renewed emphasis on community service. Although some initiates have gone on to start or become involved in volunteer outreach programs designed to help everyone from schoolchildren to prison inmates, many others have not taken the initiative.

"I don't think we've always given them the tools," Heisinger said.

Though the overall men's movement has waned since its heyday, Men's Room co-founder Portugal said his program's retreats--which also draw on certain Native-American rituals--still attract about 25 new participants each time.

"If you have a lot of middle-age men going through their lives feeling demoralized, dispirited, mildly depressed and sort of aimless, these programs are a tonic," Schwalbe said.

At Mentor's Action Network, in the Bigsby & Kruthers warehouse, New Warriors initiates can order drums painted with an image of the animal for which they have been named--Visa or MasterCard accepted. A drum 18 inches in diameter costs $250, including standard drumsticks.

Mentor's Action Network is not part of The Mankind Project, but the two groups often work hand-in-hand. The offices of Mentor's Action Network are where initiates graduate after weekend initiations and then gather on weeknights to meet in follow-up sessions with others from their retreat group.

Juan Alegria, arriving for his group session one recent Tuesday night, greeted another initiate with a bear hug.

"My friend, Wolf with Open Eyes," said the 39-year-old Alegria--a.k.a. Loving Hawk--as he embraced Dale Nowicki, 45.

Nowicki beamed.

"Absolutely," he said.

Alegria, a native of Nicaragua who works for a social-service agency specializing in youth guidance, went through an initiation weekend in January 1995. He served as a staff member on Nowicki's retreat, where the two met.

Nowicki, of Riverside--a credit manager who went through initiation in January 1998--got his nickname, Wolf with Open Eyes, this way:

"I was born cross-eyed. I was in my early 30s before I would even look anybody in the eyes," he said.

Now, his gaze flinty and unwavering, he points out: "I always look everybody in the eye when I talk."

Once all the men arrived, they walked outside in the shadows under the highway and beat drums and waved smoking sage sticks at each other as motorists roared past overhead. There was Winking Hyena. And Screaming Lion. And Fearless Tiger.

The men straggled back inside and shut themselves in sparsely furnished rooms with names like Coyote Den and Bear Cave to talk and shout, chant and bellow, grunt and laugh--until it was time to go home to their wives and families. Or, in the case of 41-year-old Paul Conover, a sales consultant from Chicago who found out about New Warriors from a corporate head hunter, to a bar with a fellow New Warrior to watch the World Series over a beer.

"I like the safety," Conover said. "There's a place to go where I can express my feelings and thoughts --a safe container."

"Safe container" is a catch phrase for these men, who sometimes seem to speak a language all their own. Theirs is an exclusive club. Initiates are sworn to secrecy, are loath to allow interlopers into their midst.

Each has signed an agreement. They are forbidden from talking about what happened to them that weekend in the woods.

"It's nothing that's bad or evil. It's not a cult," Nowicki said. But he hasn't even told his wife about the retreat. "So for us, it's kind of put a little bit of a wedge between us."

"A lot of these guys may feel like they're sort of ordinary characters in their everyday lives," Schwalbe said. "Now they're part of something so powerful and important that it's not to be shared indiscriminately with others."

New Warriors is promoted and marketed almost exclusively by word of mouth.

"It's not something that can be marketed very well, with men showing up not understanding what's going on," Tosi said. "You have to have a friend say, 'Just do it, trust me.' "

Shircel, who lives in suburban Barrington, decided over a half-eaten plate of pancakes one morning to go on one of the retreats. It was at breakfast that his friend Joel Mazzenga finally talked Shircel into it.

The weekend, which begins with each man being stripped of his name and given a number, is one of submitting to the unknown, of support and confrontation, of enduring rituals such as the ancient, Native-American sweat lodge: a small enclosure with hot, steam-producing rocks in the middle. Worldwide, 15,000 men have been through this.

On a recent cold autumn night at Mentor's Action Network the men who went on the latest retreat waited on the loading dock to step through a narrow doorway and be cheered like the home team.

"You're the wild men," group leader Rounds tells them.

In the next room, where the graduation ceremony would take place, someone was beating a drum. The wives and girlfriends were there that night. One wore a name tag scrawled with the words "Mrs. Golden Bear."

Another, Barb Soltysiak, smiled as she waited for her husband, 56-year-old Larry, a private detective known as Gray Wolf.

On the loading dock, Shircel stood quietly, the hint of a smile on his face. A thoughtful man with a master's degree in counseling, Shircel had been apprehensive as he drove up to Lake Geneva for the retreat.

When it was all over, he sat in his car for five minutes before starting the 45-minute drive home, his breath fuming white in front of his face, his hands shaking.

"I just couldn't believe what I'd just experienced," he said.

Now, four days after being rendered speechless, he must find the words to tell all those people out there what the weekend meant for him.

"It's time," someone said.

The men stepped through the narrow doorway and the crowd went wild.

"Ho!" Majestic Giraffe, a 41-year-old pilot for United Airlines, said to those in attendance.

He pounded the floor with the talking stick, a Native-American tool that would be passed to each man before he spoke.

"Ho!" the crowd bellowed.

"I'm Ed Fernandez," Majestic Giraffe said. "I was financially secure, but my life didn't work for me. I rode the train and walked around the city but I was lonely inside.

"Now I look forward to the rest of my life."

The crowd exploded happily:

"Ho!"

Soon Shircel took the floor.

"My name is Mark Shircel--Owl," he said.

Mary, Shircel's wife of 14 years, smiled. Their son, 4-year-old Carl, abandoned a toy airplane and waved at his father from the crowd.

"I'm up here a lot, not down here," Shircel said, first pointing to his head, then to his heart.

"This weekend allowed me to reach down into my heart."
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Ceriale case was trial by fire

Novice defense attorney working on appeal


Most days, before going to court to defend Jonathan Tolliver against charges of murder, Melissa Brown climbed the stairs of St. Peter's Church, pulled open a bright gold door and stepped inside.

A latecomer to the legal profession, Brown, 51, was a greenhorn civil litigator trying one of Chicago's highest-profile criminal cases in years: the fatal shooting of Police Officer Michael Ceriale on Aug. 15, 1998. 

Stressed out and on edge as she slugged it out with top prosecutors, the novice attorney was feeling her way, learning as she went, running on faith. 

The trial, which ended in February with jurors unable to agree on whether Tolliver was guilty, was Brown's first. The retrial, which ended in May with a conviction, was her second.

By the time Tolliver was sentenced in July to 60 years in prison, Brown had spent almost half her young career on a case that earned her no money and extracted a high emotional toll. And yet, though her passionate pro bono defense of Tolliver has earned her few admirers in a city where Ceriale is seen as a fallen hero, she persists.

Even as the Ceriale case winds down--two other men pleaded guilty to murder charges last week, and the trial of a third opened Thursday--Brown and her partners, Richard Steinken and Chris O'Connor of Jenner & Block, the firm that underwrote most of Tolliver's defense, continue working diligently on his behalf.

Now with the law firm Foley & Lardner, Brown sat recently at the computer in her little, red-carpeted office 43 stories above the Loop and wrote a notice of appeal in the case.

She also continues "putting in face time" at the Robert Taylor Homes, the residence of many witnesses who might be needed if Tolliver gets a new trial.

By her estimate Brown has put in more than 2,000 hours defending Tolliver. That amounts to a year's worth of work on a single case.

"Is it fair to say Jonathan got a defense that would have cost a paying customer over half a million bucks? Yes, I think that's fair to say," she said.

For a lawyer who used to write corporate communications for a Michigan furniture manufacturer and who wasn't admitted to the bar until 1997, the Cook County Courthouse proved an invaluable classroom.

"I had no clue what goes on down at 26th and California," Brown said, referring to the courthouse. "I was nervous. This was the biggest heater case of the year, and it had become a much more complicated case than I thought I was initially getting into.

"I made a lot of mistakes and did a lot of things awkwardly."

Brown's education was agonizingly public. More than once she leapt up from the defense table and shouted out an objection only to realize she didn't know what to say to justify it.

"No personal knowledge," Steinken would whisper to her.

"No personal knowledge," Brown would repeat aloud for the judge.

Brown, a single parent who says she decided to take the case partly because she empathized with Tolliver's mother, said she also felt for Ceriale's relatives.

"Many, many times I sat in the courtroom and looked over at the Ceriale family, not able to even imagine how losing your only son, your only child, would feel," she said.

But Brown also believes in Tolliver. "There's a cruelty here in that two families have lost their sons now because of another man's crime."

Brown did not become a lawyer until she was 47, fresh out of law school at Notre Dame. Though she had considered a legal career earlier, life got in the way: She got married, had a baby and got divorced 3 1/2 years later.

When she finished law school and joined Jenner & Block in September 1997, Brown felt she finally was getting her chance. But before she could carve a niche as a civil litigator, establishing herself with paying clients and with the firm, she was swept up in the Tolliver case.

The case coincided with turmoil and grief in Brown's personal life--her mother was found to have Alzheimer's disease and died after Tolliver's first trial. At times it was almost unbearably stressful.

Prosecutors sometimes seemed to goad Brown, most frequently by referring to her by her full name and title--a practice that prompted her occasionally to strike back by introducing herself to witnesses as "de-fense attorney Me-lis-sa Brown."

For her detractors, the inexperienced Brown suffered most, perhaps, in comparison with the unfailingly diplomatic Steinken--a cool veteran who has worked at Jenner & Block for more than 20 years.

"Let's just say it seemed that one of them was more professional than the other," said Ceriale's partner, Joe Ferenzi. "When they were doing closing arguments, &lsqb;Brown&rsqb; had her arm around the defendant, rubbing his shoulder. . . . But what compassion was there for the Ceriale family?"

Brown shrugs off the inevitable comparisons with Steinken, who praised her work on the case as "outstanding."

"There was a hell of a lot more on the line for me," she said.

And Tolliver, now 19, says he is grateful for his unlikely lawyer.

"I was real satisfied with my defense attorneys. Especially Melissa," he recently said from prison.

"It's like I can basically open up to her and talk to her. It's like talking to your mother."

Kathryn Zalewski, a friend from law school and an attorney with Schiff Hardin & Waite, summed it up: "I think the insecurities she felt made her the best trial lawyer anyone could have."

Those insecurities and the noise they made in Brown's head are what led her to seek relief in the quiet of St. Peter's.

Walking into the sanctuary before going to court, Brown sat down alone, her eyes often turning toward a statue of Mary.

The pew creaked and popped, then silence returned and the defense rested.
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Mullen faces man who shot, paralyzed him

The witness in the wheelchair could not raise his right hand when he swore to tell the truth.

It was the first time James Mullen, the 33-year-old former Chicago police officer, had spoken publicly of the Oct. 16, 1996, shooting that left him paralyzed from the neck down. Jurors in the attempted-murder trial of a Rogers Park man listened intently Wednesday to Mullen's halting testimony. 

"Do you know what happened after you began your work day?" Assistant Cook County State's Atty. Colleen Hyland asked Mullen.

"No," he said after a long pause as he worked to breathe on his respirator.

A long, white tube ran from his throat to the machine.

"What is the next thing you remember after reporting for work on Oct. 16, 1996?" Hyland asked.

Mullen paused again.

"I woke up in the intensive care unit of Northwestern Memorial Hospital," he said.

In a packed Cook County Criminal Courts Building courtroom bathed in the strong, slanting light of a winter afternoon, this was the climactic moment in a highly publicized trial. Hanging in the balance was the future of an aging loner with no prior police record whose life changed forever when he shot a police officer one night.

About 15 feet behind Mullen, who was in front of and facing the jury because he was unable to take the witness stand, was George Guirsch. The two men were about the same distance apart during those chaotic moments a year and a half before, when Guirsch ended Mullen's career with a shot from a revolver.

Mullen has spent many sleepless nights consumed by the thought of his day in court, his wife, Athena, said. Wednesday afternoon, he passed the final moments of his long wait in Courtroom 504, where he readied himself to testify.

Across the hall, in Courtroom 502, Guirsch's trial ground to a halt when Mullen--rendered a quadriplegic in the line of duty--was wheeled in with his wife alongside.

Mullen's testimony lasted only about 15 minutes. He cannot recall the shooting. He remembers nothing about that day after reporting to work.

All he remembers is waking up in the hospital, he said.

"When you woke up, what was your condition?" Hyland asked Mullen.

There was a pause.

"Uh," Mullen said, "I was . . . paralyzed from the neck down."

In the six months of hospitalization and rehabilitation that followed, Mullen had several operations, suffered four heart attacks and a number of seizures, he testified. Metal plates were screwed into his chin and neck. A pacemaker was implanted to regulate his heart.

Rogers Park residents, police officers, friends and family turned out in force to support Mullen on Wednesday. As he was wheeled out of the courtroom, those in the packed gallery nodded, smiled and reached to touch his hand. He never looked at the defendant.

Guirsch, 62, a round, gray-haired man with thick glasses, has had no friends or family come to court for him. Though he craned his neck once Wednesday to watch Mullen enter the courtroom, his narrow, taut mouth remained fixed in a straight line.

Guirsch, a former security guard and maintenance man, fired at police officers who knocked on his door investigating a report of gunshots in the area. The shooting occurred just outside Guirsch's apartment at 1404 W. Estes Ave.

Police say that when the officers knocked on Apartment 4B, Guirsch opened the door and fired twice. One bullet missed. The other found Mullen.

Defense attorneys say Guirsch cannot see well and was asleep when police arrived. They say he did not know the men at his door were police officers. One of the four was in uniform. The other three wore jeans.

Guirsch does not deny firing the bullet that paralyzed Mullen and forced him to quit his job.

But Public Defender William Ward said in his opening statement Tuesday that Guirsch thought he was defending himself and his home.

Officers have testified they shouted that they were police as they knocked. But when the door finally swung open after four minutes and Guirsch was there, pointing a gun at them, they did not identify themselves, Sgt. Luke Kelly said Wednesday.

Standing at the door of his apartment, clad only in a T-shirt, unfastened blue jeans and white slippers, Guirsch aimed first at one officer, then at three others, as all four cops fled, Kelly said.

Officer William Brannigan felt Mullen bump into him as they ran. Within seconds, Mullen fell, never to move his body from the neck down again.

Mullen was as good as dead, Chicago Fire Department paramedic Mark Corter said. Paramedics trying to revive him found enough blood in Mullen's mouth to fill two pop cans, he said.

Mullen testified that he requires 24-hour nursing care.

"Because if I pop off this tube, it's like drowning," he said. "I can't breathe."

In addition to citing self-defense, Guirsch says his confession was coerced. He says that he was threatened and beaten by police and that during his arrest his glasses were broken and his clothes were torn from him.

But all three officers who were with Mullen that night testified Guirsch had not been mistreated.

After Mullen had been wheeled back across the hall to Courtroom 504, a 911 tape was played for jurors.

The tape wound to the fateful moment of Mullen's shooting. "Emergency," Sgt. Kelly is heard saying at 9:19 p.m. "We got a police officer shot."

After that, there's a high, panicky voice, pleading:

"Squad, get that ambulance here."
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Back porches face new scrutiny

Tragedy has many looking closer at the familiar wooden structures



They're everywhere, this city's answer to the stoops, verandas, rooftops and piazzas.

But not until the other day, as she was riding the elevated train to a party in Old Town, did Mari Bakken notice them, really notice them--all those back porches and stairs made of wood. See how they climb and crisscross the backs of apartment buildings all over the city. 

"We said, 'Look at all those old, rickety balconies,'" Bakken said. "So many of them looked like they were about ready to collapse." 

Like many other Chicagoans who kicked off the 4th of July weekend by partying on back porches, Bakken did so with a new awareness of an old thing.

The city's vast and elaborate network of wooden back porches has been around almost 100 years, figuring into the milieu as they do in no other American city--especially during Chicago's short summers. But a chain-reaction porch collapse last weekend in Lincoln Park that left 13 people dead and more than 50 injured gave some holiday revelers pause.

As Bakken stepped onto a wooden back porch Thursday evening for a low-key 4th of July party with six friends in Old Town, she studied the gray boards beneath her feet. As Luke Gerdes laughed with buddies on a back porch several blocks away in Lincoln Park, he couldn't help noticing how poorly the porch on the neighboring building seemed to be built--Look at that. What's keeping it up?

And, as Justina Stobnicki arrived at a party after visiting the site of the collapse to pay homage to the dead--one was a friend of her aunt--she noted how many people were on the porch and whether it seemed sturdy.

These are strange days for the city's wooden back porches. Suddenly they figure in a tragedy after having so long served mostly as platforms for the mundane; back porches are stages where private lives play out in public, hair down and shirts off, where sociologists might glimpse the ordinary behavior of Chicagoans.

'A tradition in Chicago'

"In Chicago there is a culture of the porch," said the renowned Chicago architect Stanley Tigerman, who slept on one when he was a youngster to keep cool--despite the "L" trains rumbling past less than 40 feet away.

"It's a tradition in Chicago, and all you have to do is ride the elevated to see it," he said. "They're in black communities, in white communities, in pink communities."

There's a reason for that, said Staci Larock as she sat on a wooden back porch with Bakken and other friends.

"This," she said, "is the yard you get in the city."

Though other urban areas also have wooden back porches, nowhere else do they predominate or figure into the milieu as they do in Chicago, said Tim Samuelson, a cultural historian with the Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs.

The collapse in Lincoln Park will not change that, Tigerman said, though he expects the tragedy to bring about new regulations governing back porches.

"The culture will not fade. The back porch is a place to have a party on a summer night, a fabulous, wonderful place," he said.

"It's a great tradition, but it was never intended to be wall-to-wall people."

Small parties are OK

Though city officials have stressed in the days after the Lincoln Park collapse that porches are not for parties, a senior official said that a properly designed, full-size porch can handle 12 people safely.

Gary Kass, who owns a building two doors from where the porches collapsed, said he is at a loss about how to enforce capacity limits.

"How do you tell people that they can't use an amenity that has been put there for them?" Kass said. "I would encourage the city to launch a public relations campaign that says to these young people, 'Think what you are doing.' I just hope the city doesn't overreact because 75 percent of the issue here was just common sense."

Kass said he and other property owners are looking at their porch and deck systems to gauge how sturdy they are. Owners and managers are also questioning tenants about the frequency of crowded porch parties.

Kass is consulting attorneys about how to change the wording of his leases to protect him from legal liability when a swarm of people crowds onto a porch obviously not built to hold all of them.

Porch considered an asset

Having a porch on an apartment generally can make it rent more quickly and can even add as much as $50 a month to the rent, said Robert Laczi, owner of The Apartment Connection, an apartment brokerage service in Lincoln Park. He doesn't see any signs suggesting that will change.

"I think a lot of people just get tired of the city life, and sitting out on the back porch is their way of reminiscing and getting away from the city, even though they're still in the city," Laczi said.

Porches come in all shapes and sizes. Some are brown and some are gray. "Every can of battleship-gray paint left over from World War II went to paint them at one point," said William Lavicka, a Chicago builder, preservationist and structural engineer. Most of the newer ones are made of treated southern pine, which can prevent rot for decades. And they can be found on everything from old, brick, three-flat apartment houses to new condo buildings.

"You have a kind of momentum of history and expectation there, where people kind of expect there to be a back porch," said Perry Duis, an urbanologist at the University of Illinois at Chicago.

That many Chicagoans leave the air-conditioning of their homes to sit in the heat on their back porches is ironic given the origin of the structures. The first porches, built between 1900 and 1930 as a refuge from the sweltering summer heat of apartments, served primarily as secondary entrances and exits like fire escapes--and sometimes, on especially hot nights, as a place for sweaty tenants to sit or sleep.

"I think, for a lot of families, it's a tradition coming out of working-class Chicago, as an escape in the summertime to get out of the heat of the apartment buildings, which didn't have air-conditioning," Duis said.

"The alternatives that you had were to go sleep in the park or sleep on the sidewalk."

Slowly, back porches evolved into something more.

Yuppies brought parties

"It was always a place for service, a place to put the garbage," Tigerman said. "But, then, in later times, those same buildings, when they became yuppified, it was a great place for parties."

Riding the "L" is a good way to see many of Chicago's back porches, Duis said. "Some people use them for storage, some have found various ways to enclose them. You find almost everything," he said.

"You can find expressions of individuality in the way people treat their porches," Duis said. "What's always amazed me about Chicago is the use of wood, compared to New York, where there seem to be a lot of metal fire escapes and back porches and so forth. Chicago was just always much more of a wooden city."

Encouraging the building of so many back porches in Chicago is the city's network of relatively wide alleys, which isn't found to such an extent on the East Coast, Tigerman said. The timing of Chicago's growth, with many of its neighborhoods sprouting up between 1900 and 1930, also contributed to the predominance of back porches, Samuelson said. That was the heyday of multiunit, brick apartment buildings--most notably the three-flat.

"When the neighborhoods started to expand and the "L" lines brought many of the outlying neighborhoods closer to the central city, the demand for multifamily housing really took hold. And that's when you started seeing the types of buildings that have the big back porches that we know today," Samuelson said.

Laws created back porches

Lavicka said the city's building codes and zoning laws, with their exit and setback requirements, helped create the omnipresent back porch.

"It sort of discouraged you from building a front porch," he said, "because you were supposed to have a certain setback from the property line. If you build a front porch, you've got to set the building back further, and then you lose the back yard."

Samuelson said: "Chicago isn't the only place where you have exterior back porches. But, certainly, given the predominance of buildings in Chicago that date from the early 20th Century, you do have them as a very characteristic feature of Chicago neighborhoods, perhaps more noticeable here than you would find in other places.

"If you walk down an alley you will have kind of an alley streetscape of porch after porch after porch. I think that kind of continuity is unusual."

"It's bizarre," said Andrea Zujko, a partygoer on Jim Dries' back porch in Lincoln Park who used to live in New York. "It's unusual to have your fire escapes made out of wood.

"In New York, if anything, you party on a roof or on a balcony or terrace. This whole network of wood back porches doesn't exist."

"Here when you say porch, people's thoughts immediately go to the back of the building," Duis said. "It's what the front stoop is in other parts of the country. You can call across to your neighbor.

"I don't think it ever will be part of the past. When you do have tragedies like what happened recently, it demonstrates the need for caution and even for rethinking how these porches are used and how they're built.

"In the case of using the older porches from the 1920s that were more passive for recreational use, then you have to start thinking about the ability of that structure to take the load and use safely.

"There's always lessons that are learned."

Along with all their other uses, Chicago's back porches are bridges across history. Both Lavicka, who's 58, and Zujko, who's in her 20s, have used and enjoyed them--one to get away from summertime heat, the other to embrace it after a long winter.

"Before air-conditioning, it's air-conditioning," Lavicka said. "You'd just sit in the summertime and get a nice breeze. You're up in the air. They got that song, 'Up on the Roof'? You can sort of apply that to the back porch."

At a back-porch party Thursday night, Zujko fanned her face with her hand.

"It's hot out here," she said.
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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.

Anyone with information on the case should call 312-744-8200.
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Veterans breathe life into war tales

Project formed to save history



On a bitter-cold day in February 2002, an elderly Maryland man named Jerry Brenner, wearing a heavy coat and carrying three maroon loose-leaf binders, boarded the subway and rode to a stop near the Library of Congress.

In the binders were old love letters once exchanged by Brenner and his wife, Norma, while he was away at World War II--many of them half-silly and half of them addressed to Darling Honeyheart. 

The library, that venerable repository of American history, wanted them badly.

The envelopes too.

"Each one is a wonderful, unique personal story," said Ellen McCulloch-Lovell, director of the fledgling Veterans History Project for the American Folk Life Center at the library. "What you read in the letters is the story of his life during the time he served. 

"And you read the story of her life stateside, waiting for him."

If you thought important old documents were sober and history stuffy, consider the Veterans Project, created by Congress in October 2000 to preserve the oral histories and other offerings of men and women who have served from World War I to the Persian Gulf and beyond.

This Memorial Day weekend, the project turns its attention to the Midwest as the Chicago Historical Society, the AARP of Illinois and the city's Advisory Council on Veterans Affairs start recruiting veterans and training volunteers to interview them to preserve their stories. But the project, whose aims include preserving the collected papers and images digitally and eventually posting many of them on the Web, is more than just the war stories of old men. Long on whimsy and rich with poignancy, it includes photographs, videotaped interviews, journal entries and the 1,261 yellowed letters Brenner delivered--letters kept in a suitcase for 50 years and uniquely valuable because they document both sides of a correspondence.

Some veterans have mailed their contributions while others have delivered theirs on foot, toting in cardboard boxes full of--stuff.

"Today I was down in the processing area, looking at a brand-new memoir from a Korean War veteran--110 pages long--and out fell these pictures of him at the time when he served," McCulloch-Lovell said.

"So there's this young guy in his uniform looking at you, but it's the older guy who's sending his reflections. The personal part of it is very affecting and very moving."

Working against time

There is an urgency to the project, said Ralph Yaniz, state director of AARP in Illinois. It's estimated that 1,600 veterans die each day, said Jennifer Dart, a project spokeswoman.

"So it's imperative we get these stories," Yaniz said.

"We're talking about many millions of veterans and many stories that need to be told."

The growing collection at the Library of Congress stands at more than 25,000 items, representing 7,000 people nationwide--many from Chicago. Contributors include one of the first black women in the military; a South Side man who found himself on Omaha Beach though his job divvying up rations was supposed to keep him out of the action; and Samuel Miller Jr., who served in Vietnam and still can't sleep some nights.

Miller, a victim of post-traumatic stress disorder who has had psychological problems since returning from war, is an example of the project's unflinching look at the war experience. Not all the stories are fuzzy with nostalgia or bright with revisionist history.

Miller, 55, a former combat security officer in Vietnam and Thailand who now works for a South Side agency that helps homeless veterans, woke with a start at 3 a.m. recently because the weather was damp like it often was in those countries, he said.

He turned on the television and watched reruns of the "Streets of San Francisco" until he was able to fall back to sleep.

"The real heroes all were killed," Miller told the Columbia College student who interviewed him for the Veterans Project.

Miller, recommended to the student by Chicago's veterans advisory council, granted his request for an interview somewhat grudgingly, taking a week to think it over before acceding. To talk about the war is to relive the war, and that isn't easy even now.

"Something just ticks off in your brain and puts you someplace you'd rather not be," he said.

"And we're talking about 31 years ago &lsqb;that&rsqb; I was in Vietnam."

Also represented in the Veterans Project is Silas Butler Jr. of the South Side. Butler, born and raised in Chicago, heard about the project from a friend, wrote to ask how he could contribute and received in the mail the information he needed for submitting his story.

Butler, a retired music industry salesman who once peddled instruments and other items wholesale, sent the Library of Congress a videotape of an interview he gave in 1995 to a friend who was producing a public-television documentary.

Butler trained as an acting supply sergeant in the United States before heading to Europe and seeing active duty in 1944. As part of the Quartermasters division, he tended the food supply and never was supposed to see action. But one day he found himself on Omaha Beach surrounded by the dead bodies of more unfortunate soldiers.

"We was right in the invasion," he said. "We was on the beach in Omaha."

Butler manned a 50-caliber machine gun. "I had to shoot at planes. I was guarding my area, that food dump of ours.

"We didn't have time to get frightened. I guess we was all hyped up."

Seeking vets of recent wars

So far the Veterans Project is heavy on World War II, McCulloch-Lovell said.

"We're still trying to get the word out and tell people how to participate, so by creating and announcing these new partnerships, we're hoping to stir up interest."

Eventually the collection will include the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, she said, though so far nobody who served in those places has contributed.

"One thing we've learned is that people need a little time to reflect," she said, "so I think it might take a little time for people who served in Afghanistan and Iraq to talk to somebody about it."

Until then there are men like Jerry Brenner and his binders to breathe life into history.

"When I went down to the Library of Congress and showed them the letters, they were very excited," he said.

"It's very unusual to get letters from both people, not just one. The reason I was able to retain them and send them back home was I was a radio repairman and driver of a radio truck, so my duffel bag was with me on the truck at all times. The ordinary infantryman would never have been able to do that.

"And my wife and I both had a sense of history, so we decided to keep them."

Norma Brenner died of lung cancer in 1995, her death devastating the man with whom she once had traded more than 80 love letters in a month.

"She was 16 and I was 17 when we met. We got married four years later, and, yes, we were very much in love.

"When I was drafted and left home, we had a 3-month-old infant daughter. I didn't see her again until she was 2 1/2.

"Now she's a grandmother in California," Brenner said, laughing, "and I'm a great-grandfather."
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Homefront: An American journal 

Statue still closed to visitors

Tourists thwarted indefinitely

NEW YORK



They stand peering out across the water through a fence in Battery Park, aiming their cameras at the mist-shrouded apparition in the distance.

As other sightseers gather in throngs to see the smoking ruins of the World Trade Center, many tourists in Manhattan flock to the Statue of Liberty, but they must settle for admiring it from afar. 

The 115-year-old statue, which bore mute witness to the Sept. 11 attack on the twin towers, was closed that morning and remains so indefinitely because of security concerns. This is believed to be the longest continuous shutdown except for periods of cleaning and renovation, including one for eight months in 1938 and another from June 1985 to July 1986. 

"It's a big disappointment," said Ian Currie, 37, of Liverpool, England, who is visiting New York this week with his wife, Gail, and their friends, Su and Cliff Townley.

"If you're trying to say the terrorists haven't beaten us, but the Statue of Liberty is closed, that sends a helluva signal."

Tourists who come to see the statue, only to find themselves thwarted first by its closing and then by the logistical nightmare of navigating devastated Lower Manhattan for a view across the harbor, have come up with several ways to get a glimpse--from slipping past unmanned barricades to riding the Staten Island Ferry, which passes near the statue as it moves through the harbor.

Richard Williams, a New York transit cop stationed in Battery Park, recommends the Staten Island Ferry. "That's what we're telling people," he said.

Police officers field a steady stream of questions from tourists who arrive for the 15-minute ferry ride across the harbor to the statue and Ellis Island only to see signs declaring it closed.

"Pretty much everybody's been understanding about it," Williams said.

But some tourists are miffed: Sure, there will be changes at a time like this. But the Statue of Liberty?

'It's kind of a downer'

"I guess we expect some things to be different," said Dean Hartman, on vacation with his wife, Nancy, and their daughter, Amy, from LaGrange, Ga. "What do you do? It's kind of a downer. But, you know ..."

Hartman's wife finished the sentence for him: "We all realize life has changed drastically."

Nobody knows when the statue will reopen, said Brian Feeney, spokesman for the National Park Service, which oversees the Statue of Liberty on Liberty Island and the Ellis Island Immigration Museum, on nearby Ellis Island, both in New York Harbor about a mile from the tip of Manhattan. No tourists have visited the statue or Ellis Island since late in the afternoon of Sept. 10--the last day of the busiest summer ever for the venerable tourist attractions.

Until the attack it had been a record-breaking tourist season for Circle Line Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Ferry, the small, family-owned company that for half a century has held the contract to shuttle visitors back and forth between its docks in New Jersey and Lower Manhattan.

As the first plane hit the World Trade Center on Sept. 11, a Circle Line Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Ferry stood loaded with tourists, all waiting to depart Battery Park for the trip across the harbor, said Kevin Moran, vice president of Circle Line.

With the city erupting in chaos and pieces of debris falling around him, Moran said he bolted from the office building where he works, ran across the street, jumped a fence and charged through the park toward the company's pier on the seawall. By the time Moran arrived, the boat there was emptying fast.

He told Circle Line employees selling tickets from the company's Battery Park kiosk inside an old War of 1812 fortress called Castle Clinton to cease operations and clear out.

Since then Circle Line has not been allowed to launch a boat for either Liberty or Ellis Island and has laid off more than 100 people, Clancy said.

Rarely has the statue been off-limits to the public for so long, but the park service is taking no chances. Early this summer the island was cleared for a day after someone phoned in a bomb threat, Moran said. The perceived threat now is even greater.

In the wake of recent events, Americans need more than ever to draw on the strength of the statue whose official name is Liberty Enlightening the World, Circle Line General Manager Hal Clancy said.

Past shutdowns

President Grover Cleveland accepted the statue from France 115 years ago this month, pledging, "We will not forget that liberty here made her home; nor shall her chosen altar be neglected."

In 1916 it was closed for 10 days during World War I after an explosion at a nearby munitions dump in New Jersey raised fears the statue had been damaged. In 1938 the statue was closed eight months for cleaning and restoration. In 1947 it was closed for two weeks while workers cleaned graffiti from the interior. And from June 1985 to July 1986 it was closed for an extensive cleaning and restoration.

Until the statue reopens, tourists will sneak past barriers to peer through a construction fence in Battery Park.

"Oh, look," Nancy Hartman said, walking through the park. "There it is."

Moments later, a police officer on the bagpipes began playing "God Bless America."
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Bearing witness, saying goodbye

The preacher who buries Cook County’s unclaimed dead


On a cold day recently, a backhoe dug a mass grave in Homewood Memorial Gardens Cemetery and two workers lowered 18 plywood coffins containing the remains of Chicagoans who had not been missed when they died.

Once a month, Cook County buries its unclaimed or unidentified dead in the suburban cemetery, with only a preacher on hand to mourn their passing. But this time the occasion was even sadder than usual. The preacher wasn't there. 

Someone at the cemetery had forgotten to call Rev. Joe Ledwell.

Ledwell, a retired Presbyterian minister, who has long taken upon himself the lonesome job of performing funeral services for county burials, is all that stands between the castoffs of a sometimes impersonal big city and the ignominy of being forgotten.

But the cemetery, which has had the contract for county burials for most of the last 22 years, has a new manager, Michael Southam, who had been on the job for only a few days when the county morgue called to schedule delivery of the 18 bodies. He didn't know he was supposed to alert Ledwell.

"I hadn't met him until the other day," Southam said.

"Normally he is called from our office and notified, but I don't know that anyone did that last week.

"And I certainly didn't know to do it."

So it was that when Ledwell pulled on his boots and trudged through a dusting of snow at the rear of the cemetery one morning last week, four days had passed since the burial.

Ledwell has been performing the burial ceremonies for 22 years. He had never missed one before.

"The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want," Ledwell began, standing alone with his Bible in the cemetery's Garden of the Good Samaritan.

There was no one to cry for the 92-year-old woman in the coffin bearing a brass tag engraved with State File No. 612897. Or the 80-year-old man in the coffin marked 612900. Or the 58-year-old man in 612905.

"In a large city, it's easy for people to get marginalized," Ledwell says.

Ledwell has buried almost 200 unclaimed dead this year, a number of whom were unidentified. The most he has buried at one time was 29, on July 3. He buries people of all ages, races and ethnic backgrounds in a common grave--from the occasional stillborn baby to 100-year-old men who have outlived family and friends.

Last week, the woman in coffin 612897 was white; the man in 612900 was black; and the woman in 644--a suburban state-file number--was Hispanic.

"It's hard to believe that there could be that many people unclaimed," said Elaine Egdorf, a board member and founding president of the Homewood Historical Society. "But people are so mobile. They don't keep in touch with friends and family like they used to, and people don't always check on each other."

The service Ledwell performs is for the living as much as it is for the dead, he says.

"My feeling is that it's not just important for the dead, but important for the community, important for the living--to recognize that there's been a passing," Ledwell says.

"Human beings have died, people who have been part of this community, part of our lives."

Southam is impressed with Ledwell's compassion.

"Just from a humanitarian standpoint, he volunteered his services over the years to make sure these people are not left forgotten, ignored by society," he says.

When the Homewood cemetery first got the contract for county burials, then-manager Jacqueline Polley phoned Ledwell, who was the pastor of her church, First Presbyterian in Homewood. Without hesitating, Ledwell volunteered to perform the funeral services, Polley said.

"I thought someone ought to do it," Ledwell says. "Everyone in here had a mother and a father."

Even his retirement in 1998 didn't stop Ledwell, a 70-year-old grandfather, from performing the services.

"He's just a remarkable person," Egdorf said. "He did this for so many years without any publicity. He just went out there and would perform the same service as if it were a member of his congregation."

Ledwell doesn't know the names of the dead he buries. Afterward, he will sometimes look at the list in the cemetery office of those who have been identified. And once a year an ecumenical service is held in Chicago to memorialize the county's dead, during which the names are read aloud.

Several years ago, a California doctor visited the Homewood cemetery after learning that his estranged, 19-year-old son was buried there. He intended to have the boy disinterred and given a proper burial. But after talking to Ledwell, the doctor left his son where he was.

The part of the cemetery that holds the county's dead is a barren and desolate place.

Beyond a neighboring quarry, freight trains wail, and a nearby expressway moans with traffic.

Standing there last week in a dark trench coat, the preacher wore new boots. They came up to his knees. He bought them so he won't get his shoes muddy standing over mass graves.

Ledwell was somewhat disappointed he had not been present the day of the burial, but he understood. These things are nobody's fault.

The white-haired preacher opened his Bible and read the 23rd Psalm and from one of Paul's letters. He read from the Gospel according to John. He said a prayer in memory of the dead and commended to God the souls of the departed.

Then, finally, he recited the Lord's Prayer, one man alone conducting a ceremony without flowers or tears.
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‘We are not free’

Kenny Adams, Dennis Williams, Willie Raines and Verneal Jimerson are ordinary men whose extraordinary journey suggests that for those released after being wrongly convicted of a crime, freedom often is a destination, not a starting point.

Imprisoned 18 years for a double murder, rape and robbery, the Chicago men were thrust back into the real world as abruptly as they were removed from it and have found it hard to adjust. Some nights, Williams still wakes up shaking, sweating and jabbering, said Williams' girlfriend, Eileen McCarthy. 

"It's still very much with him. He's sitting on a lot of pain and anger," she said.

Williams said, "We are not free."

Williams' terse words resonate at a time when Illinois' criminal-justice system is struggling through a crisis of conscience: Since 1989, 12 men have been released from state prisons on the basis of DNA testing and other evidence that proved they were wrongly convicted. Four were on Death Row, including Williams and Jimerson.

The most recent beneficiaries of DNA testing are Donald Reynolds and Billy Wardell, who were freed this month from 55-year prison terms they were given after being convicted in the 1986 rape and robbery of two University of Chicago students. But the best-known DNA poster children are the Ford Heights Four, whose fortunes turned the day Williams offered up his arm for a blood test taken in the warden's office at Menard Correctional Center.

The men's plight--and their dramatic release in June 1995 on the strength of Williams' dogged, jailhouse pursuit of justice--engendered an outpouring of public sentiment and turned the men into unlikely celebrities.

But, besides an occasional public appearance together, the Ford Heights Four lead quiet lives that provide halting, uncertain answers to one important question: Can there be a second act for those wrongly imprisoned?

During the last 2 1/2 years--as three other defendants were sent to prison for the crimes--all four men have been able to regather something of their lives. But it hasn't been easy.

"It's a long, hard process," said Chicago lawyer Mark Ter Molen, attorney for the 45-year-old Jimerson. "This is a man who's been boxed up in a cell with death literally on his doorstep for the last 11 years.

"His family has been totally shattered. He had a wife and three daughters and mother and father. While in prison, his mother and father died, his wife moved on and his daughters grew up, graduated from high school and got married."

Jimerson, a small, quiet man with big glasses, works full-time putting pasta in packages at a suburban macaroni factory. He lives only a few blocks from the scene of the crime that nearly ruined his life.

He reports to work at 11 each night, getting home about the time that Raines--three hours to the north in Madison, Wis.--is starting his workday as assistant director of maintenance at the Belmont Nursing and Rehabilitation Center.

Raines, 40, has worked at the nursing home since January. He, too, had young children when he was sent to prison. "What I regret the most is I wasn't there to see my kids grow up," Raines said.

All four men have made progress since their release, those close to them say. "I think he's become much more hopeful and optimistic," Ter Molen said. "But it's just a long process."

"It's still tough," Jimerson said.

Raines said he sees a psychiatrist once a month and is taking medication for depression. His marriage on Sept. 12, to a woman he met in a Madison bar, turned his life around, he said.

"She opened up my heart again," he said.

Williams, 40, who takes college courses and creates oil paintings of flowers, comets and stark desert scenes, met McCarthy at an art show featuring the work of Death Row inmates. And Adams, also 40, who works the 2 a.m. to 9 a.m. shift for United Parcel Service, is engaged to be married in May.

But none of the men speaks of starting a family.

"Let's say I had a son born next year," Williams said. "By the time he gets to be 21, I'm 61. You don't have a lot of fun with kids when you're that old."

Though Williams becomes wistful sometimes when he sees children, he doesn't feel secure enough financially to consider having his own. "It takes money to start a family. I'm just one step away from those guys who live on Lower Wacker," Williams said, referring to the downtown homeless.

Three of the men live with relatives or friends: Williams with McCarthy at her house in Oak Park, Adams at his sister's home on South Peoria Street, Jimerson with his brother in Ford Heights. Raines lives in a Madison apartment with his wife, Shante.

"It's hard to really plan for the future when you have to live day-to-day not knowing where your next meal is coming from," said Northwestern University journalism professor Dave Protess, who has co-written a book about the case that is scheduled to be published in the spring.

Each of the four is eligible for up to $140,000 under state law, but no payments have been made yet. There seems to be no question that they deserve the money, but the bureaucratic process can take time.

Being pardoned has made little difference for him, Williams said, because those who have spent time in prison carry a stigma, guilty or innocent.

"People will consider me to be contaminated now," he said. "That's why it's not real easy to get a job. And I don't want a menial job. I think I deserve something more."

Wearing a green shirt with the name "Willie" embroidered on the pocket, Raines sat at his desk last week in the basement of the nursing home as the air pump he fixed thrummed loudly. Though he likes his job, he said, it does not pay enough for a man starting from scratch. He is waiting for compensation from the state.

"They say liberty and justice for all," he said, squashing a spent cigarette beneath his black boot. "But I'm still looking for it."

The taste of freedom can be bitter. "Yes, I'm angry. I'm very angry," Adams said. "I look at my friends that didn't spend 18 years in prison, and they have jobs, children, security. When will I get it? Twenty years from now? When I'm 60? Some of the best years of my life were just taken."

But hard as it is, being free is better than being in prison. Williams likes being able to have beer in the morning or soup at 3 p.m. if he wants. After raking leaves in front of his girlfriend's house last week, he pulled out a plastic bag of chicken parts, dumped them in a pot on the stove and soon was eating the yellow noodles and broth from a bowl.

"One thing I appreciate more is eating," said Williams, who has gained 20 pounds since his release. "I can have more of a variety of tastes of food."

There have been other pleasures. With movie-rights money from Disney, Williams bought a black Mitsubishi Eclipse car.

"There's not a lot that gives him joy," Eileen said. "But what did was his car. It was his baby."

Raines bought a motorcycle, and Adams invested in a new Mercury Cougar. He takes it for drives down the lakefront he loves, as though chasing the life he lost. "I'm trying to make up for lost time," Adams said.

It was the lake, whose waters were so soothing to him whenever he was upset as a child, that Adams missed most during his years in prison.

"I didn't know whether I was going to be able to survive," he said. "You can feel it draining the life out of you, living under that kind of stress.

"I was raised a certain way. I wasn't raised to hate anyone. I'm a humble-type person, a well-mannered person. In prison, you have to change to survive. But that's not the type of person I wanted to be."

Adams felt himself withdrawing, discouraging family members and friends from visiting him in prison. "It was bad enough that I was suffering,' he said. "I didn't want them to."

It has taken awhile to rejoin the world, but all four men are making progress.

"He has changed a tremendous amount just in his social relations since being out," McCarthy said of Williams. "He's become more able to listen. Before, he couldn't because he had stored up so many words for so many years."

Raines' boss, Ott Haefner, said he has noticed a definite change in his assistant. "It's almost like being reborn," Haefner said. "When I first met him, he was very laid back. Now he's more outgoing.

"If you were to say anybody has a reason to be bitter, he has. But he's been willing to get on with his life."

Now that he is free, Raines plans to revisit his hometown, Sunflower, Miss., for the first time in 20 years. "I've always liked it down there," he said.

Three of the Ford Heights Four are from the small towns, having moved to Chicago when they were children. And it's the type of peace they knew there that sometimes eludes them now.

"It seemed like life was a little bit more interesting here than there," Williams said. "But bright lights, you know, don't make success. It's what you find amid them.

"I didn't get much of a chance to find anything in them bright lights."
 
The Ford Heights Four, wrongly imprisoned for 18 years, find the road back to normalcy paved with pain, anger.
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Homefront: An American journal 

Undercurrent of unease on the Mississippi

Even in Twain’s world, worries of terrorism

WABASHA, Minn.



This time of year, the Mississippi River takes about 45 or 50 days to flow from Marvel Lint's house to the Gulf of Mexico. Along the way, it delivers walleye to the faithful at the fish camp, rocks to sleep a man living in a houseboat and provides work for those between jobs.

But in this peaceful corner of Minnesota, the rest of the world no longer seems so far away. With dams on the river being secured against possible terrorist attack, a dark undercurrent of fear is building. 

"It scares you," said Lint, who lives hard by the railroad tracks overlooking the river. "That's how I feel--scared." 

Lint's America, a bucolic country lined with autumn-gold bluffs, towering cottonwoods and ghostly river birches, seems an unlikely place for fear. And indeed, a cross-section of the river here shows many people going about their business as if Sept. 11 never happened--from 12-year-old duck hunters eagerly awaiting the arrival of migrating quarry to the engaging Lint, a 77-year-old newlywed.

On the night of Sept. 11, the Twin Bluffs Tavern, a place popular with hunters, welders and factory workers, was packed with regulars. Bartender Sue Gora played "New York, New York" on the jukebox, starting an impromptu line dance that Nate Duffy, 24, joined with such abandon as to fall and break his ankle on the first kick.

"You can be in a better mood down here on the river than anyplace else," said 23-year-old West Newton Charlie Davis, who lives on a houseboat at Winona and whose father named him for a sunken riverboat.

But some here feel a vague sense of disquiet despite feeling far removed from the news.

"From my really narrow view, we all felt really spared not even knowing anyone who knew anyone" in the attack, said Melissa Gulan, area engineer for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. And yet Gulan, who was 12 when her sister's husband was killed fighting in Vietnam, said she is worried about whether her stepson will be drafted and sent to war.

He turned 18 on Sept. 12.

"I was appalled and saddened by what happened," Gulan said. "But then I realized that it's what's going to happen that's my big worry."

In that, Gulan is not alone. Last month, workers at Lock & Dam 7 near La Crosse, Wis., called the sheriff's department to report an "unidentified package," said Mark Davidson, district spokesman for the Corps of Engineers. It turned out to be a clipboard.

"We're being very wary of things," Davidson said.

Vulnerable channel

The Mississippi has 29 locks and dams between Minneapolis and St. Louis--more than any other river. Many locks are here, in the southeast corner of Minnesota. If the locks were to become inoperable, boat traffic would stop. If a dam were destroyed or sabotaged, the rushing river could become a deadly wall of water.

This time of year, barges carrying the season's harvest--grain, beans and other produce from farms upriver--pass those hauling salt and fertilizer north for next year's crops.

Like workers at every other Army Corps of Engineers facilities on the river, those at Lock & Dam No. 5 are on heightened alert, Davidson said. A parking lot and picnic area for tourists has been cordoned off, and a sign reads, "Visitor Facilities Closed."

"I've got a 5-year-old and a 15-month-old, and it just really makes you wonder what their lives are going to be like," Chief Lockmaster Dan Schmidt said, hunching his shoulders against a biting wind.

A few miles away, on East Second Street in Winona, the used books displayed in a storefront window include Twain's "Life on the Mississippi" along with Sandra Mackey's "Saudis: Inside the Desert Kingdom" and "The Doomsday Book" by Gordon Rattray Taylor, best-selling author of "The Biological Time Bomb."

Through it all, however, Twain's beloved river continues yielding indelibly American stories. Consider Lint's, for example. A Scrabble game at the old-folks home did more to change her world than the attack did.

Leaning on each other

Lint married 86-year-old Ralph Asfahl six months after they met playing the game at an apartment building for low-income senior citizens. They said their vows exactly one month before the attack.

"We've talked about how good it is to have each other," Lint said, "especially at a time like this."

The newlyweds live by railroad tracks in a little red-and-white house overlooking the river, spending their evenings playing cards and "cuddling a little bit," Lint said, smiling. But even here, Asfahl can tell the world is changing. After the attack, he counted 11 passenger cars on a passing Amtrak train--about twice as many as usual, he said.

One night last week, as they finished eating dinner, there was another story about anthrax on the news.

"I want to emphasize there's absolutely no evidence of exposure," someone was saying.

Rising from the kitchen table, Lint turned off the television, and the only sound in the house was the thrum of a machine pumping oxygen through a tube to her nose. The walls of the house were filled with old family photos and pictures of bald eagles. Lint has a picture of one of the birds on a button pinned to her red winter coat.

"See the tear in his eye?"

The swell of patriotism engendered by what happened in faraway New York and Washington is visible everywhere. Sometimes it's in noble ways, such as with schoolchildren's drawings published in the Winona Daily News--"Freedom is when the army protects us from enemies!"--but other times crudely. Behind the bar at the Twin Bluffs, not far from the handwritten sign promoting elk strips for $1.25, is a picture of the Statue of Liberty making an obscene gesture with her raised hand.

"I love united we stand and the American flag and all that," said the bartender, Gora, who also said she has cried at every Kodak commercial she has seen since the attack. "I think it's brought us all a lot closer."

Draft worries

But amid the flag-waving, those who would be affected either directly or indirectly by a draft worry about the future.

"A lot of younger guys don't want to go to war," said Duffy, a laid-off factory worker. "I'm kind of scared; I don't want to see another world war."

At Davidson's house in the Minneapolis suburb of Bloomington, the hometown of one of the heroes of Flight 93, there is a mix of confusion and concern. Davidson's wife, an administrative secretary for Northwest Airlines, was laid off after Sept. 11 and now faces possible deployment as a reservist with the Air Force.

"Sometimes you think: 'Oh, it's the East Coast. It's far from us,'" Davidson said. "But you never know. The way terrorism is today, it could strike Middle America."

Davidson said he has stocked up on food, water, flashlight batteries and other essentials "in case something happens."

"But everybody's proceeding fairly normal," he said.

Thinking of his grandsons

At the Bass Resort fish camp just south of Lock & Dam No. 5 last week, fishermen hauled their boats out of the river for the season, scraping algae off the hulls.

"It did affect me at first," said Al Vomacka of Austin, Minn., a veteran of the Vietnam War who doesn't like to talk about his time in the military. "I got pretty moody and stuff. I could see another war coming."

Vomacka said his mood has improved. "But when I think about those two guys ..." Vomacka said, motioning toward his 12-year-old grandsons, Cody Weatherly and Nick Nicolazzi.

Vomacka is teaching the boys how to hunt ducks, but there were few to be found last week. "All the local ducks are gone &lsqb;for the winter&rsqb;," he said. "We're waiting for the northern ducks to come down."

Nearby, Bruce Vanderburg was preparing to try out a new fishing boat he had bought and hauled to the fish camp on a pickup with an American flag sticker lying on the dashboard.

"America United," it read.

For many of those who live and work along the river, the abiding sense of peace and countless small pleasures they find here far outweigh any disquieting feelings they might have.

"I like it because the river's always changing," Mike Davis said as he helped his son build a rooftop addition on his houseboat. "And yet there's a predictable nature too."
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Time-lapse torment

New war rekindles grief for survivors of last Persian Gulf conflict

KENOSHA, Wis.



While giving birth to her first child two months ago, Tiffany Strehlow felt the spectral presence of her late father, a Persian Gulf war hero who had died in 1991 trying to dismantle a bomb at a captured enemy air base.

"I want to name him after Dad," Tiffany Strehlow said tearfully as a doctor hoisted her 9-pound, 3-ounce baby boy into the world. 

The infant, 10 days overdue, was delivered Feb. 25 by Caesarean section--12 years, minus one day, after the death of Sgt. William A. Strehlow.

"It brought back all the memories," Tiffany said, "and all the memories we would have had." 

Though the government says the war in Iraq is all but over, and those who died have been laid to rest, the American landscape is dotted with families for whom forging ahead will be difficult if not impossible, places where time slows down or grinds to a stop forever.

The burden that history has placed on families like Strehlow's--people who lost loved ones more than a decade ago in the same part of the world--provides a time-lapse look at what lies ahead for the widows and children of those killed in Iraq this time around.

Seeing the war come to an end made Strehlow's mother, Carolyn Vandervelde, think of the hard road she faced 12 years ago, when the men in dress greens came and she found herself a widow and single mother with three bewildered children. Tiffany was 8 then, Bill Jr. was 7 and Cory was 2--too young to remember his father.

What they discovered in the long years that followed was that the pain subsides but the void remains. For those who lose a family member in combat, the deceased, invariably young, is absent from an endless and ever-widening circle of family events.

"He wasn't there to see me dressed up for my senior prom," Strehlow said. "He wasn't there for homecoming; he's not going to be there to walk me down the aisle, to give me away, to see me have the rest of my children. ...

"It gets easier, it gets harder. It's never going to be the same."

The ripple effect of a single death is evident only years later, out of the public eye, and can continue for generations in children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren unborn.

Some survivors, the forgotten casualties of war, never move on. Widows in small towns hear the hateful gossip stirred by their dating and spending habits, know their every action is seen by some as a betrayal of the dead. Some find new love but postpone remarrying so they won't stop receiving death benefits from the military.

Other survivors simply lose a piece of their hearts once and for all.

In Oceanside, Calif., Lolita Keller alone raises the son she had with Sgt. Kenneth Keller, who was killed in the Gulf War when his helicopter crashed in the Arabian Sea, and she doubts she will ever remarry.

"I just don't want to be hurt again," she said.

Parents still suffer

In suburban Mt. Prospect, Kenneth Keller Sr. still weeps over the death of a son who had planned to give him more grandchildren upon returning home to his wife, saying softly: "I took it hard. I still do."

And in tiny New Auburn, Wis., Cassie Nelson, who lost her husband, Rocky, on Nov. 30, 1991, when a truck he was directing struck him in Saudi Arabia during the Allied buildup in the Persian Gulf, still gets teary-eyed when Journey's "Open Arms" comes on the radio.

"I asked a friend of mine, 'When am I supposed to stop hurting?'" Nelson said.

"I guess I'm just learning to live with it. I'm happy. I've never been happier. But I probably never will get remarried. I don't think I can love that way again. It's too painful."

Once, long ago, Rocky made faces at Cassie in science class. He kissed her for the first time while the two were perched atop a tractor, disking his father's cornfield.

He proposed at the wheel of his Chevrolet Malibu, en route to the mall to buy a pair of cleats.

I suppose we could look for engagement rings.

Yeah, I suppose we could.

And then he joined the Air Force and went off to war and one morning a man in Air Force dress blues came knocking.

"I regret to inform you," the man said, and two weeks later they buried Rocky outside the church where he and Cassie had been married, where their daughter Sasha had been baptized.

"I was so lonely," Nelson said. "You'd be around people all day and still be lonely." But moving on was difficult.

"If an anniversary or a birthday or something like that came up, that was my day to get a baby-sitter and go get ripped," she said.

"When I started dating, I was always trying to make them care about me the way he did, treat me the way Rocky did."

Six years ago, Nelson was in a bad relationship with a man Sasha couldn't stand. The girl--ever her daddy's child, unwittingly standing just like him or making expressions just like his--asked, "When are you going to be happy, Mom?"

Taken aback, Nelson started thinking and decided to effect some changes in their lives. She dumped her boyfriend and promised Sasha she would make up for all the years of sorrow and guilt and anger and loneliness. She bought an old white-frame farmhouse with blue shutters and a rickety barn.

Last fall Sasha, now 16, killed her first deer with a bow and asked if her father had also done that. Nelson said no, he hunted with a rifle.

"She always wants to know, whatever she's doing at the time, did he do it and how did he do it," Nelson said. "And we tell her. She's always getting something of him."

Father they never knew

The poignant task of creating and perpetuating the memory of a dead father in the minds of young children with little or no personal recollection of the man is not something that Susan Miller of Ft. Wayne, Ind., takes lightly.

Her son, Matthew James Miller, was born Feb. 21, 1991--seven days before his father, Army Cpl. James R. Miller Jr., 20, was killed in Kuwait when he hopped out of a supply truck and stepped on a land mine.

Susan had passed word about Matthew's birth through the Red Cross, but she doesn't know if it reached her husband before his death.

"Every year during spring cleaning we look through all his old Army things," she said.

This spring, it's the same. Except that 12 years have passed and another war against Iraq has been fought and more American widows made.

Watching the war was excruciating for Kenneth Keller Sr. "I didn't want anybody else to die," he said, his voice breaking.

Said Strehlow: "It didn't bother me at first, but then it hit too close to home."

Her father was just a kid himself, really, a short and sinewy kid with dark eyes, when he went off to war, leaving his young wife and their three children.

He had proposed to his high school sweetheart, Carolyn Curnes, in his mother's kitchen.

"You gonna answer him?" Cora Strehlow asked the speechless girl.

To make a better life for his family, he shaved off his bushy hair and joined the Army.

After his death, Carolyn was boosted from depression by a girlfriend who reminded her she had three young children counting on her and by a mother-in-law who urged her to date the casualty-assistance officer sent to her by the Army, a tall reservist named Lynn Vandervelde.

She resisted at first. She felt guilty. And her children, especially Tiffany, balked at the idea of a new father.

"I was afraid my new dad would replace my old dad," Strehlow said. "But I didn't think that very long, because we were all miserable."

Soon Vandervelde began forging ahead with her life. Four months after William Strehlow's death she bought a house in Kenosha.

"The weekend I moved in here, my in-laws went to Washington, D.C., for a ceremony honoring the war dead," Vandervelde said. "I had the choice of moving into my new house or going to D.C. I chose not to go. I was taking that step toward my new life. And I couldn't do that if I kept going backward."

Despite feeling guilty and awkward, Carolyn started dating the casualty-assistance officer. Within a year she fell in love with him and they were married, hesitating only briefly at the thought of losing her military death benefits. Now the couple have a 6-year-old daughter together.

Strehlow and her son live with them in the little house on 56th Street.

"There isn't a day that goes by that his death has not affected us one way or another," Vandervelde said of her first husband. "But there's also not a day goes by that his life doesn't affect us. I look at his daughter and she looks like her father. She is the spitting image of her daddy.

"And her son now is the spitting image of her."

Tiffany Strehlow, now 20, still dreams about her father, feels him sitting on her bed just before she wakes, talks to him and believes he is there, watching over her.

"I know he's watching me," she said. "There are some nights I can feel someone sitting on my bed; then I wake up and they're gone. It's Grandma when I'm stressed. It's Dad when I'm scared, trying to protect me. When I'm having a nightmare, that's how I know my dad is there."

Love survives

Strehlow believes love transcends death.

"I've always thought that just because somebody dies, that it doesn't mean you can't love them anymore or that they can't love you," she said. "If that were the case, the world would be nothing."

Vandervelde would like to believe love abides, but she's not sure she still would be married to William Strehlow had he lived. People change. For her part, she said, she has grown up a lot since the day she couldn't find her tongue to answer his marriage proposal.

Ever since her first husband was killed, Vandervelde has had a recurring dream. In the dream she is married to Lynn, her second husband, but Bill, her first, has come back, placing her in an agonizing dilemma.

"I can't choose, why do you want me to choose?" she pleads in her sleep, so that Lynn teases her the next day by asking, "So, is he back?"

But once her daughter's baby was born--"William it is!" the doctor said that day--the dream changed. Now in the dream, Vandervelde has an answer for the demanding ghost of Sgt. Strehlow.

In a level voice, she tells the man she used to love:

"I won't choose. I've started a new life."
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A dirty job, but they do it

Downpours make for jectic day at Chicago’s Sewer Department


The heroes in Truck No. 2282 would be working overtime.

Already they had rescued a panicky woman and her baby from hip-high floodwaters and helped prevent a potentially nasty wreck at Lake Park Avenue and 47th Street, where a traffic light was out. 

In the meantime, they worked until their arms gleamed with sweat to keep basements dry.

Such is the life of a sewer worker on days when the sky opens wide and torrential rains flood the city. Time isn't measured by the clock so much as by the clockwise swirl of floodwater draining down a catch basin the crew has cleared of storm debris--a phenomenon engineer Joe Frcek monitors closely, bent at the waist, frowning into the gutter. 

"It's something we gotta do," 43-year-old subforeman Joe Cernok said Thursday afternoon as he and Frcek pumped standing water away from 47th in Hyde Park after a fierce morning storm had dumped rain on the Chicago area at a near-record rate. "We don't mind working overtime."

As floodwaters receded and the sun began to break through, Cernok grabbed a high curb under a Metra viaduct and leaned forward. He curled one leg up behind him, then the other. Water poured out of each rubber yellow boot, a reminder of the day's first job.

Cernok, Frcek and driver Armando Hernandez had started at the usual time, leaving the Chicago Department of Sewers at 7 a.m. and heading toward a scheduled job. But soon raindrops began spattering the smeary windshield of Truck No. 2282.

And then the sky fell.

"Mother Nature came down so fast, you know?" Cernok said. "The viaducts can only take so much."

Hernandez pointed the big, yellow truck in a different direction, and the crew detoured to 47th and Morgan Streets in response to a radio call about flooding there. They saw buses being rerouted. Then a small car became stranded in the rising waters.

Inside were a woman and a baby, Cernok said.

"We tried to tell her to stop, but she went right through it and got stuck," Cernok said.

Sloshing toward the vehicle in orange waders and a Cubs cap, Cernok worked in tandem with his partners to push the woman's car, with her and her baby in it, out of harm's way.

Then they pumped water out of the street and cleaned nearby catch basins of the storm debris that was keeping the floodwater from receding.

Over the next few hours, the crew would work in the shadow of five more viaducts, clearing debris from catch basins. It was a day like few others.

"This doesn't happen too often," Cernok said. "A steady rain ain't too bad if it's steady. But if it's a downpour, it causes all kinds of problems."

When Cernok finished his cup of coffee and left home Thursday morning, his wife, Helen--a secretary in the Chicago Public Schools system--was there, getting ready for work.

She would be there when he got home too--probably sometime after midnight.

Neither Cernok nor Frcek expected their wives to object to the overtime.

"She likes it come payday," said Frcek, a 53-year-old engineer who has worked for the Sewer Department for 25 years.

Under a viaduct at Garfield Boulevard and Stewart Avenue, Frcek watched intently as floodwaters began swirling in a tiny, clockwise whirlpool near the newly cleaned catch basin.

A few feet away, Cernok kicked the catch basin cover back in place with a triumphant clank. Then men piled into the truck and rumbled east on Garfield.

At 47th and Lake Park, Cernok tossed orange cones onto the street, and the crew began the process all over again.

Cernok looked up from dumping water out of his boots when he heard the squeal of rubber and noticed that the traffic lights at a nearby intersection weren't working.

"Hey, Joey, why doncha call about the light?" Cernok hollered at Frcek above the din of the idling truck.

Then Cernok phoned the dispatcher.

"Everything's going good," he said.

The dispatcher directed him to 57th Street and Emerald Avenue, where Victor Sellers, 34, had called the city to report his basement had flooded.

Cernok and company cleaned a smelly catch basin--"I'm immune to it now," he said--then used a tool called a hook to lift a manhole cover and peered into the sewer at the brown stream rushing along far below.

"See that?" he said. "See how it's flowing? That means it's not backed up. So it's not our responsibility.

"They need to get a plumber."
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Mystery gone, but not disbelief

A search for the killer of a baby found frozen on a doorstep leads to the girl next door

POPLAR GROVE, Ill.

The "Story of Baby Doe" is inscribed on a shiny black tombstone in a windswept little cemetery beside Illinois Highway 173: "I was born healthy on a cold, winter day and then abandoned in a stranger's back yard."

The 3 1/2-year-old grave, just across the road from the town park and water tower, has not gone undecorated a day since the baby's death. Last week a doll and two teddy bears sat propped up against the base of the stone, which is etched with a likeness of the baby. 

But the story on the gravestone has been supplanted now, and it has caused shocked residents in a tight-knit community to wonder how well they really know one another. After nearly four full growing seasons in this little farming town about 70 miles northwest of Chicago, an even more troubling version of the story is contained in file folder 99-CF-131 at the Boone County Courthouse.

It wasn't a stranger who left the baby lying out back of the white-frame house at 114 S. State St. on a day so cold the coroner's fingers went numb, according to the newly filed murder charge inside the folder; it was the girl next door.

Kelli Moye, then a "cheerleader-thin" 15-year-old who lived in the house next to where the infant was found, was charged last week with first-degree murder for allegedly abandoning her baby in the neighbor's yard the morning of Feb. 11, 1996--soon after giving birth upstairs as her unsuspecting parents slept, police say.

Moye was among the crowd at the baby's funeral on March 23, 1996, at the old Methodist church just two blocks away.

More than 200 townspeople packed the little church that day. It was standing-room only as the town gave the baby a Christian name to be inscribed on her gravestone along with the legal moniker Baby Doe:

Angelica Faith Grove.

The arrest of Moye, now 19, this month was the unexpected culmination of a domestic dispute with the baby's father during which her stunned parents learned the child's identity and called the police. It has focused attention once again on a lingering mystery in this town of a few hundred people--"a hurt that was left hanging," said Rev. Dan Schenck, who officiated at the baby's funeral.

But residents still were left wondering how someone could carry a pregnancy to term and then abandon the baby a few feet from her own back yard--all without anyone's knowing.

"Honest to God, I never even suspected. She didn't have a pregnant shape," said Carol Hildreth, a teacher at North Boone High School who had Moye in class.

"It just seems almost impossible to fathom, that she was able to hide the pregnancy in a little town where everybody always knows everything."

Poplar Grove, a farming town and blue-collar bedroom community of 750 people located 14 miles northeast of Rockford, has three bars, a grocery, a bank, a small restaurant and a feed store.

Only about a fourth of the students at North Boone High School go on to college; most go to work in the fertile fields that sprawl in every direction around Poplar Grove.

The majority of residents make a living farming corn and soybeans. The rest work at the Chrysler Neon plant in Belvidere or other nearby factories.

A couple of church steeples, a grain elevator and scattered silos are all there is to break the flat landscape.

"It's hard for a community like this to accept that somebody inside the town would do anything of this nature," said North Boone Principal Rick Hutchinson. "They have sort of the cynical view that, 'Oh, a city person probably did this.' "

Master Sgt. Phil Beu of the Boone County Sheriff's Department can remember only one other murder case here in 20 years: that of a man convicted of killing his girlfriend at a trailer park in 1995.

"We got a quiet little neighborhood in a quiet little town," said Doneta Brandt, who lives in a house around the corner from Moye's parents.

Since Moye's arrest, most townspeople have shown sympathy for the girl and her family, said Peggy Pannell, a teller at Poplar Grove State Bank.

"There've been a couple people talking about it, about what the girl must have gone through," she said. "There isn't any finger-wagging--though this is a small community."

The Moyes, a blue-collar couple with three children--Kelli has two older brothers, Jeremy and Jimmie--work long hours at an automobile-manufacturing plant in a nearby town, and mostly they keep to themselves, neighbors say. The family moved to town seven years ago from Wisconsin. This week, a string of pumpkin lights hung from the front porch. No one answered the door.

Last week one of the Moyes' sons poked his head out the door when a reporter knocked. A metallic-blue pickup truck with a Marilyn Manson sticker on the back sat parked in front.

"Um--we don't have any comment," he said.

Police, whose stalled investigation of the case in 1996 ran right through the Moyes' house and included an interview with Kelli Moye during a wide-ranging canvass, say they are convinced the girl's parents had no idea that their daughter was pregnant or that she was the one who left the baby out in the cold.

Until now, the girl was not a suspect, either.

"We've never had any dealings with the girl prior to this," Beu said. "From all indications, they're just a normal family."

For 3 1/2 years the case remained open, but the trail was cold--"a mystery," Beu said. Not even footprints in the snow could lead police to the girl next door.

"It was a very high-traffic area," Beu said. "There were lots of prints through there."

Police also talked to medical workers and interviewed people at the nearby schools.

"We came up with absolutely nothing," Beu said.

"We were looking for probably a younger individual. But the ones we did come up with who were pregnant were still pregnant or had the child there."

Early suspects, all eliminated by DNA testing, included an estranged girlfriend of one of the two men renting the house where the baby was found, Beu said, and the two men themselves, both of whom have since left town.

"Through the years we've had different leads that have brought the case back to the forefront," Beu said. "But none of them ever pointed to (Kelli Moye)."

Moye, lodged at the Boone County Jail in Belvidere, declined a request for an interview relayed to her by a sheriff's deputy. Repeated attempts to reach her parents also have been unsuccessful. But neighbors and police say Jim and Sue Moye were devastated by last week's tragic turn of events.

"That was their granddaughter," Beu said.

Brandt, a nursing assistant at St. Anthony's Medical Center in Rockford, said she saw Jim Moye at the hospital several days after his daughter's arrest.

"Things'll work out," she said, trying to console him.

He just expressed disbelief, she said.

Few others in town can believe it, either.

"I don't think anybody wants to go with the idea that it's somebody in your midst," Boone County Coroner Lois Swenson said.

Among those at the funeral in 1996 were the Moyes, unaware they were helping lay to rest their own granddaughter. That day the unknown baby belonged to all of Poplar Grove, which had adopted and named her in the apparent absence of any real family.

"Most merciful Father, whose wisdom is beyond our understanding, graciously accept this community in their grief," said Rev. Mary Lundgren, pastor of United Church of Christ in Belvidere, in the opening prayer of the naming service.

"What name do you give your child?" she asked.

"Her name shall be Angelica Faith Grove," the townspeople responded as one, joined in an unusual ceremony that was partly a funeral, partly a christening.

The name, chosen by a group of pastors and Swenson, was meant to conjure an image of an angel as well as of the town, Swenson said.

As for Faith: "We all needed a lot of it at that time."

The infant's death had a profound effect on the town.

"Everybody was bothered about that," said Darlene Jones, who lives a few houses down the road. "Jeepers, you just don't leave a baby on a doorstep."

Angelica Faith wasn't very big. She weighed a little more than 6 pounds, measured about 19 inches. Dressed in a faded sleeper and wrapped in a towel, she was found frozen solid, lying between a tractor and the concrete back steps. The snow around the baby had melted from her body heat before she died of hypothermia.

Swenson, a cheerful woman with a quick sense of humor who lives in Poplar Grove, is in her 11th year as coroner; before that she was deputy coroner for five years. But as she removed her winter gloves that windy February day in 1996 and pulled on rubber ones to examine the baby in the snow, she felt emotion welling inside her like nothing she had felt before.

Looking around, she felt something else, too: a stranger passing through had not left this baby.

"I said from Day One it was someone who knew the area well," Swenson said. "I just didn't know that well."

By the time Swenson finished examining the baby 45 minutes later and picked her up gently, the way a mother might, she could not feel her hands inside the rubber gloves. The obituary in the local paper was titled simply "Baby Jane Doe." The outpouring was immense.

Donations paid for the funeral, the town supplied the burial plot, a monument company in the county seat of Belvidere contributed the gravestone and townspeople lavished the baby with burial clothes, as well as a tiny Bible that was put in the coffin along with Angelica Faith Grove.

"Help me, Lord, for I do not seek to understand the why of this mystery of death as much as I desire to accept it in a holy way," Rev. Schenck said at the funeral.

Moye, a quiet girl with average grades and a spotty attendance record, was a sophomore at North Boone High School then. Police won't say how she is alleged to have concealed her pregnancy. Hutchinson said he had overheard some students claim in conversations with classmates that they suspected the girl was pregnant. But it's easy to say that in hindsight, the principal said.

Until last week only Moye's live-in boyfriend, 20-year-old Michael Mirshak--the baby's father, she told police--knew what Moye had done, police said.

"The fact it was so well-hidden surprised us. She was cheerleader-thin," Hutchinson said. "Nobody in the community knew of it."

"She's the type who could carry it off," Brandt said. "With my first one, I was tall and skinny, and I went in to deliver and the nurses thought I was crazy. They didn't believe I was pregnant."

Brandt described Moye as a "fantastic girl."

Hildreth remembered her as decidedly unremarkable--quiet in the classroom, preoccupied with her boyfriend in the hallway.

Moye's relationship with Mirshak was long-running and well-known, Hildreth said.

"Mike and Kelly were an item all through high school," Hildreth said.

Their attachment seemed to preclude close friendships--a dynamic that might explain why nobody noticed Moye was pregnant.

"When kids pair off like that, they often don't have a large circle of friends," Hildreth said.

Moye was a "real nice kid," said Hutchinson, never a discipline problem. And after her alleged pregnancy, she had no problem with attendance, either.

But from Nov. 1, 1995, until February 11, 1996--the day the baby was born--Moye was absent 15 times, Hutchinson said. In addition, because that stretch is rife with holidays and also contains semester break, students have many days off. A pregnant girl trying to hide her condition couldn't have picked a better time of year, Hutchinson said.

Moye's senior yearbook photo two years after the baby was found shows a pretty blond girl with wavy hair, blue eyes, a bright smile.

Police are trying to determine whether Mirshak was involved in the baby's death. But Beu said, "We're not real optimistic about additional charges being filed."

According to police, when the couple, who lived in an apartment just outside Rockford, began fighting earlier this month, Moye's parents threatened to call the police. A defiant Mirshak dared them, making cryptic reference to their daughter's secret. When Moye's parents questioned her, their daughter told them she was the one who had left the baby outside the house next door.

Stunned, Moye's parents called police, and their daughter, whose only other brush with the law had been a 1997 traffic ticket, was arrested Oct. 11 and charged with murder.

Mirshak, who did have a criminal record--he pleaded guilty in July 1996 to eight felony counts of burglary for breaking into cars and trucks in Poplar Grove and was sentenced to 4 years of probation--was arrested on a domestic battery charge.

Boone County State's Atty. Roger T. Russell declined to comment on the case, but court records show that Moye told police she was the mother of the baby and that Mirshak was the father.

The girl has given police a written confession, Beu said. DNA tests are pending. Meanwhile, Moye is in the Boone County Jail on a $500,000 bond awaiting a pretrial hearing Tuesday.

Moye's parents recently retained private counsel, said her former public defender, Azhar J. Minhas.

Despite the disturbing epilogue to the story, it is better than no ending at all, Swenson said.

"There's very much a sense of relief, coupled with an immense sadness for the family," Swenson said.

"This answered a question."
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Homefront: An American journal 

One family rejoices in Thanksgiving homecoming

CLARKSDALE, Miss.



The car in which he was riding turned onto the street where his family was waiting for him, its headlights carving an arc out of the cool Delta night.

Pvt. LeMarcus Davis was home from the Army. 

"Oooooo, that's my baby," Mary Davis squealed, hurrying out into the front yard to wrap her son in a hug.

With Davis' arrival Wednesday night from Ft. Campbell, Ky., Thanksgiving came three hours and 11 minutes early to the little house on Eighth Street--not a moment too soon for a mother alternately watching the clock and peering through the screen door at the sound of every car. 

In this little Southern town surrounded by cotton fields and burdened by history, the Davis family came together by turns to laugh, eat, watch football and celebrate Thanksgiving-as-usual in the wake of Sept. 11. The homecoming of a skinny 19-year-old in baggy jeans was all that mattered, and once he had flopped down on the couch Wednesday night next to his girlfriend, everything seemed right with the world.

"I'm thankful for being alive, thankful for my kids, thankful for having food to eat and thankful for my health," Mary Davis said, beaming.

For her, the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and on the Pentagon seem distant and abstract compared to the worries of a mother living in public housing and caring for five children--three of her own and two grandkids. Thanksgiving here was not so much a reprieve from a faraway war as it was a respite from the quiet, everyday struggles close to home.

This is a poor town, scarred by a history of racial strife and haunted by the ghost of blues pioneer Robert Johnson, who is said to have sold his soul to the devil one night at the corner of U.S. Highways 49 and 61 so he could play better music.

What happened Sept. 11 resonates here in small ways, by worrying the families of men and women in the military and conjuring memories of a troubled racial past.

"I know what it's like," Mary Davis, who is black, said of the prejudice that Muslims and other minorities in the U.S. have faced since the terrorist attacks. "I'm used to it. It's not going to change until the Lord comes back."

But Davis doesn't worry much about that. She only has time enough to fret about things that might directly affect her family--such as the possible deployment of her son, photographs of whom sit all over the house.

"I pray to the Lord to take care of him," Mary Davis said. "Ain't nothing I can do. I believe that the Lord will take care of him."

LeMarcus Davis' 17-year-old sister, Andrea, is thinking about following her brother into the military, "to have something to do," she said. But she said she worried about her brother after what happened Sept. 11.

He was cleaning a barracks when he heard the news. Later, watching the World Trade Center burst into flames and collapse on television, he thought "it looked like a cartoon, like a video game."

Affected by war

LeMarcus Davis, a former high school track star who left home and his job at McDonald's in June, didn't complete basic training at Ft. Benning until October and doesn't expect to be deployed overseas, at least not soon. But the war on terrorism has affected him in other ways.

"We don't get a chance to go to the range and shoot much anymore," he said. "We spend all our time guarding the gate to make sure no terrorists come through."

On Wednesday, he had to stay on base until 3 p.m. for the visit of President Bush, who carved a turkey at Ft. Campbell.

Until noon Wednesday, Mary Davis figured Thanksgiving would be defined by her son's absence. She did not expect him home for the holiday; he had called Tuesday to say he couldn't make it because he was scheduled for guard duty Thursday.

But on Wednesday morning, he saw a new work schedule showing that he didn't have to report until 7 a.m. Friday, so he decided to leave for home as soon as the lockdown for Bush ended at midafternoon.

He called his mother back, and his name appeared on the caller ID box.

"Hello, what's wrong?" Mary Davis said.

"I'm coming home," her son told her.

"I was so just so excited," she said Wednesday.

But the wait was excruciating, with LeMarcus' girlfriend, two sisters, mother and older brother seated in the living room listening for the sound of a car outside.

"He said he'd be here by 8:30," Mary Davis said Wednesday night. "What time does that clock say?"

"Eight thirty-two," her daughter Tabitha said.

"He should be here by now," Mary Davis said.

Finally, at 8:49, LeMarcus rode up in a car with two friends from Ft. Campbell, hugged his mother and hauled his overnight bag into the house.

"Aw, he got my room," 15-year-old Tabitha said as she watched her brother the infantryman march through the hallway and set down his bag.

Homecoming is the highlight

Compared to LeMarcus Davis' homecoming Wednesday night, Thanksgiving was something of an anticlimax. Children and grandchildren and sisters and brothers and aunts and uncles and cousins, some down from Memphis, drifted in and out of the little house, eating in shifts. The feast, prepared by Mary Davis and Andrea, included a 10-pound turkey, sweet-potato pie, butter beans, chitlins, chocolate cake and Bubba Cola.

Santa Claus decorations hung in the living room, but the Davis children knew better; Mary Davis had told them the truth about Santa long ago when she never had enough money to buy them things for Christmas.

"Please bless us this day, and thank you, Heavenly Father, for letting us see this day," said Mary's husband, Bob, in prayer before sitting down Thursday for the adults' version of Thanksgiving dinner.

"And don't forget our servicemen all across the country who are fighting for our freedom. Bring them back safe and sound. In Jesus' name, amen."

Supporting U.S. policy

Bob Davis, a landscaper who travels from Kentucky to Mississippi mowing lawns, trimming hedges and planting flowers, was taking a rare day off. He thinks America has responded appropriately to the terrorist attacks--"I totally agree with what &lsqb;the U.S. has&rsqb; done"--and believes alleged terrorist mastermind Osama bin Laden will be found.

"Bush vowed that," he said.

Bob is Mary's second husband. Her first left in 1995 after 18 years of marriage, leaving her and their five children to fend for themselves."I was so depressed I didn't know what to do," she said.

She got work as an aide at several nursing homes in town, as well as a job picking up paper for the local housing authority. And then she got two more children: those of her daughter Samantha, a single parent and dancer in Memphis.

Enjoying a better life

Now that Mary is married to Bob, she says life is better, though she still bears the scars of her own turbulent childhood. Her mother was murdered when Mary was 12, leaving 10 children in their grandmother's care. Mary learned from her grandmother to cook the sweet-potato pies and other dishes--"I used to watch her all the time in the kitchen"--that warmed the Davis kitchen this Thanksgiving.

After dinner, the conversation turned to world events.

"I think they're jealous of the way we're living over here," Bob Davis said of the terrorists.
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Teen girl’s slaying entangled in politics

OREGON, Ill.



When Jimmy Dean Davis vanished, he left blood spots on a bridge and a rap sheet that reads like the prelude to a tragedy.

Police say Davis abducted his stepdaughter and shot her to death Nov. 26, and they believe he committed suicide hours later by plunging into the Rock River at Rockford--possibly after turning the gun on himself as he stood on the bridge. 

But with the chilly river yielding no trace of Davis except for what's believed to be his pistol--a .22-caliber, pearl-handled revolver with one chamber empty and in position to have just been fired--the deepening mystery of his fate has been supplanted by other nagging questions:

Was the death of 16-year-old Heather Dauenbaugh foretold in court records that paint a picture of Davis as a troubled man with a long criminal record and a history of violence?

Could the death of Dauenbaugh--whom Davis was forbidden by a protective order from contacting--have been prevented? 

The haunting circumstances of the case have made it an unlikely political issue in western Illinois, raising the profile of an otherwise low-on-the-ballot race for judge.

Davis, 45, had been arrested on a domestic battery charge in July, accused of assaulting the girl by grabbing her breasts, but he was released Aug. 3 on a personal recognizance bond. The prosecutor, Ogle County State's Atty. Doug Floski, has said the judge was wrong to let Davis go free over his office's "strenuous objections."

The judge, Associate Circuit Judge Michael T. Mallon, has responded by accusing Floski of using Dauenbaugh's murder for political gain. Mallon and Floski are running against each other for a full judgeship in the 15th Judicial Circuit.

That public attention to Dauenbaugh's murder has been diverted by political squabbling at the red-brick courthouse on the square has left some people in this little farm town shaking their heads.

"I think the fact that this has gotten at all political in any way is just incredibly sad," said Kathleen Kauffman, a public defender in Ogle County who represented Davis at the bond hearing in question. "This poor little girl is dead."

Dauenbaugh's mother, Cynthia Stukenberg, who is Davis' estranged wife, blames only Davis for her daughter's death.

But she said she thinks the murder might have been preventable with stiffer penalties for those who wreak domestic havoc and violate protective orders--as Davis often did by contacting Dauenbaugh.

"I think we as a society are at fault," Stukenberg said. "We as a society failed Heather."

Dauenbaugh's abduction and murder Nov. 26 were the beginning of a long, harrowing night of terror during which Davis also abducted Stukenberg, talked of committing suicide, then admitted to the horrified woman that he had killed her daughter hours earlier, Stukenberg said.

"He pulled my hair and said, 'Do you want me to pump eight shells into your head like I did your daughter?'" Stukenberg said.

Stukenberg, forced to drive Davis around for hours in her Ford Contour, escaped after he asked her to stop and stepped out of the car on a bridge over the Rock River, she said. It was dawn, Nov. 27. Mashing the gas pedal to the floor as Davis started to turn back toward the car with his gun in hand, Stukenberg drove to a service station and telephoned police, she said.

"Oh, my God, my husband's on the bridge with a gun and I think he's killed my daughter," she blurted into the phone, she recalled in an interview later.

Sheriff's deputies found Dauenbaugh's body right where Davis had pointed as he directed Stukenberg to drive past the scene: in a ditch near two telephone poles off Lathem Road at Main Street in Rockford, Winnebago County Sheriff Richard A. Meyers said.

But all they found of Davis was blood on the bridge. In the water below was a gun matching his.

"We used a bloodhound to trace him from Main and Lathem, and the dog picked up his scent and went to the center of the bridge and stopped," Meyers said. "We've had no other sightings of him."

Family members who found plates stacked near the sink in Dauenbaugh's home--some clean, some dirty--said they believe Davis abducted the girl as she washed dinner dishes while her mother, a medical assistant in an area hospital, was at work.

Dauenbaugh, one of five sisters but the only one still living at home, resided with Stukenberg and a boarder in a little clapboard house between a church and a grain elevator in the tiny farm town of Chana.

Until five months ago, Davis also had lived in the house. But when he and Stukenberg separated, he took to living in his pickup truck behind a friend's auto-body shop near Rockford.

Stukenberg is seeking a divorce but has had a hard time putting distance between her family and Davis.

Their relationship dates back more than 20 years, including two weddings and a divorce. She married him for the first time in 1980, in a prison wedding ceremony while he was serving time for rape, then divorced him, only to remarry him again in January 2000.

Davis, a welder who took Stukenberg's name when they remarried so he could hide his past, was a registered sex offender who had been in and out of trouble with the law since he was young.

His criminal history included five rape charges--with the one conviction, in 1980 in Winnebago County--and an aggravated sexual assault conviction in 1988.

After failing to register as a sex offender, he was arrested April 6, 2001, but he posted the $5,000 bond and was released pending trial, authorities said. When Floski's office, believing Davis had violated the terms of his bond by leaving Illinois, filed a motion in June to increase it, Davis was arrested again--this time with bond set at $7,500, authorities said.

Once again he posted bond and was released.

A year and a half after marrying Davis the second time, Stukenberg decided she once again wanted out of the relationship. "He became somebody I didn't know," she said.

On July 27, 2001, Davis was arrested and charged with two counts of domestic battery, accused of grabbing Dauenbaugh's breasts in January 2000 and January 2001. Circuit Judge Timothy Nieman set cash bond at $15,000.

Unable to post it, Davis was held in jail. But on Aug. 3, he appeared before Mallon asking that the bond be reduced.

"We're opposed to any reduction in bond," Assistant State's Atty. Paul Goddard told the judge at the hearing, according to a transcript. "We do believe there is some risk to the victim...."

But Mallon released Davis on a personal recognizance bond, requiring him to post no cash.

In a carefully worded news release Nov. 27, Floski effectively called into question whether a judge might have saved Dauenbaugh by locking Davis up.

"I think he had more than enough information not to let this guy walk out the door without posting a nickel," Floski said in an interview.

But Mallon scoffs at the flap. "I believe it to be totally politically motivated," he said.

Before Dauenbaugh was murdered, the state's attorney's office never conveyed in specific or convincing terms how dangerous Davis was believed to be, Mallon said. Prosecutors, who now blame the judge for not locking up Davis, never seemed all that intent on doing so themselves, he said.

Could Dauenbaugh's death have been prevented?

Some say they doubt it; in an overcrowded system, recognizance bonds are common, especially in domestic cases, law-enforcement officials say.

"No one could have known what was going to happen in the future," Kauffman said. "I would have never given that case another thought had this tragedy never happened."

Dennis Schumacher, a former Ogle County state's attorney, said: "The judge did what any judge would have done, and he did it properly. Why are we throwing politics into such a tragic situation?"

In the end it is Floski, more than Mallon, who has been forced to explain himself. "There's been accusations I've politicized this," Floski said. "I disagree.

"I don't know if &lsqb;Dauenbaugh's death&rsqb; could have been avoided. But maybe this raises a bigger issue. Maybe there needs to be some bond reform. Maybe the judge who sets the bond should be the one to consider any motions to reduce it."
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For down-home voter appeal, find a good nickname

If Raymond "Spanky the Clown" Wardingley gets wiped off the face of the Earth, he might try going to Kentucky.

At least there his nickname might win him an election. In Chicago it hasn't done him a bit of good. 

Wardingley, a retired bit actor and limousine driver who used to do charity work as Spanky the Clown and pop up from time to time in hopeless political races, can boast of having been trounced in several Chicago mayoral bids--all of which he says he entered not to win but so he could raise money to benefit hospitals. And, now, running for real against incumbent Ald. Ginger Rugai in the 19th Ward, he fully expects all manner of personal misfortune.

Rugai, Wardingley predicted in December, "is going to wipe me off the face of the Earth."

Naturally, that got me thinking about where Spanky might go next. And my mind turned, as it often will, to thoughts of my home state.

Nationally, I guess, Kentucky's probably best known for horses, tobacco, basketball, bourbon and jokes about Indiana--though not always in that order; sometimes, in fact, during the winters when there's little else to do, we like to lump several of those things together all at once. It can get raucous. I love the place.

But there's something else Kentucky does right, though the estimable Commonwealth that gave Illinois a man named Lincoln might not be as widely known for this particular distinction: We do nicknames up pur-tee good, yessir. And at no other time is it more evident than at election time, which in the Bluegrass State rolls around about once every four minutes.

At one time or another on ballots in Kentucky, there has been Dobber for Justice of the Peace. Dido for Sheriff. Pud for Mayor. Jaybird for Jailer.

There was Hoot and Cannonball and Biscuit and Peewee.

And Cornbread and Rooster and Doonie.

But all these candidates' nicknames don't simply appear on the ballot in addition to the names their good and God-fearing mothers gave them; hardly anybody even remembers those high-handed sobriquets anymore.

No, the nicknames often appear on the ballot all by themselves. Because in Kentucky's rural areas (you don't see it so much in the bustling, cosmopolitan megacities of Lexington and Louisville, mind you) a good nickname is seen as somewhat of a necessity for getting elected. It's a tradition in the state's colorful local races.

I know this because "Lardy" Groves told me so.

"Anytime you got a nickname, it brings you down on the same level with the ol' country boys out in the county," Lardy once said, years ago, after he had long since completed his growing-up from a roundish boy into the roundish mayor of Flatwoods, Ky.

"They say, 'He's not one o' them bigshots.' "

It is, of course, with some consternation that I've noticed Chicagoans don't seem to give much mind to this sort of thing. Think how much more popular Mayor Daley could be if he went by, say, Oz or Bubba or Round Daddy. But no. The list of candidates for election here is, well--pardon me for sayin' so--BO-ring.

Where are all the Bubs and Biggies and Dinks and Whizes? Where are the Dips and Saps and Pecks and Ducks?

If Chicago politics is supposed to be so entertaining, why isn't there a Bugs or a Blue Bo or a Fat Jack or a Posthole?

Why isn't there a Magoo?

Maybe it's because there's noplace in Chicago like Sardis-- that "li'l ol' rough town" in the hills of Northeastern Kentucky where one Earl Mastin was born.

"They always give somebody a nickname there," Mastin once told me when he was running for Robertson County magistrate.

They gave Mastin the nickname Jughead because though he weighed less than 3 pounds when he was born, his head was altogether unmanageable, growing fast and big as a melon.

It's like Ray England once said:

"A lot of people knows me by Posthole, where they don't know me by Ray England. So, OK, I figured out this time I'd put Ray 'Posthole' England on the ballot."

The time before, Posthole ran for Clay County constable without a nickname and lost by two votes.

I relayed all this to Wardingley, thinking he might want to milk the Spanky sobriquet for all it's worth. Maybe even put it on the ballot.

But I was reminded I'm not in Kentucky anymore.

"Yeah, I wanted to put Spanky on there, but I was afraid they would kick it off," Wardingley said, "because it's not my (real) name."
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Parents in forefront of this graduation

She fanned her sleeping baby with a copy of the day's program of events: so many words to cool the boy, all of them printed in Spanish. Until recently, Spanish words were the only kind Maria del Refujio Garcia had to soothe or scold her three young children. Things are different now.

Garcia was one of more than 80 parents and children who gathered Friday morning in the stuffy Cicero neighborhood center for a graduation ceremony with a slight twist: Garcia and the other adults in attendance were the ones walking to the front of the room; their children stayed behind to play the part of the doting relatives. 

"I'm very proud of my mom," said 12-year-old Maria Garcia in much steadier English than her mother's.

The elder Maria Garcia had just completed a three-month literacy course designed to help residents of Cicero's predominantly Hispanic neighborhoods learn English.

It was the first year for the program. About 40 people completed the courses; all but a handful were women. Graduate Irma Davila attended graduation with her three children. This, she said, is how many English words she knew three months ago:

"Nada."

Organizers of the courses understood, though, when parents began coming around to the neighborhood center and to Mary Queen of Heaven School asking in broken English for literacy classes.

They wanted to be able to help their children in school and to become more productive members of society. More than 50 eventually signed up for the free classes, which were offered at the Catholic school and the neighborhood center.

"There's a hunger for participation in life in the community," said Jeff Bartow lead program organizer with the Interfaith Leadership Project of Cicero and Berwyn, the church-based community organization that oversaw the literacy project.

Davila moved to the United States from Mexico only nine years ago, settling first in another suburb of Chicago before coming to Cicero. But, increasingly, Spanish-speaking immigrants are moving first to Cicero upon arriving in the United States, said Rev. John Price, pastor of Mary Queen of Heaven Church, which served as one of two neighborhood sites for the classes.

To Rev. Jack Hurley, a Catholic priest in Cicero and president of the interfaith group, the problem of illiteracy extends beyond Cicero and beyond the immigrant population.

"It's not just a Hispanic issue," said Hurley. "They can see, across the United States, reading levels are just going down the pits. We live in an electronic age. We're losing the thrill of reading."

Josefina Carrillo, a teacher for the program, had her students practice reading poetry and job applications. She taught them to speak in mock interviews.

"Sometimes I was very shy because I think I don't know how to speak very well," said Lourdes Martinez, 34, of Cicero.

Practical applications of the newfound English skills she and her classmates have acquired include reading a newspaper; filling out job applications; explaining the symptoms of children's maladies to English-speaking doctors; or finding out from a sales clerk how much a blouse costs.

Friday was a big day for Martinez and all the others in her graduating class. "You could tell by how dressed up they were," said Nancy Taylor, principal at Mary Queen of Heaven School. Though it was muggy, almost every graduate showed up as if dressed for church. Faces shone--both literally and figuratively.

The courses, part of a broader initiative called Right to Read, were funded with a $10,000 federal grant through the Community Economic Development Association, a Chicago-based agency. Many participants have had no formal education, though they could speak and read Spanish well enough.

Three times a week, parents walked to class through neighborhoods whose modest homes stand shoulder-to-shoulder along the narrow streets where children play. Some came pushing strollers. Some came after dropping older children off at school. The younger children came with their parents, for whom day care was provided through the program.

Friday was a big day for neighborhood children, too--though the implications of their parents' newfound ability to participate in their education was lost on most.

"In education, parental involvement is so important," Taylor said. "That's the whole purpose--to help the parents help their children learn."

Half the 3rd-grade pupils in Cicero's schools are not reading at grade level, and 85 percent of those are Latino, Hurley said. Much remains to be done. Even after completing the literacy program, many parents still rely on translators to carry on a conversation. They're talking about ways to raise money for a second phase in their literacy education.

In their quiet celebration of words Friday, the graduates spoke volumes in body language: wide, sparkling eyes; broad smiles; and quick, enthusiastic applause.

For all they can unlock, words have their limitations. Maria del Refujio Garcia patted her sleeping son's stomach and, smiling, gazed silently into his face.

But ask Garcia what is the best thing about all of this and words suffice. Quietly, she will say: "I speak more English."
 
In Cicero, more than 80 Hispanics take a big step toward becoming as fluent in English as their children are.
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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?"
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Small town looking at art for economics’ sake

Officials courting artists to raise tourism and financial profiles

CLARKSVILLE, Mo.

This quaint little Mississippi River town in the hills of Mark Twain country has no stoplights or police department, only one elevator, one doctor and a population of fewer than 500 people.

But it has two artists--and counting. 

With a peculiar sort of help-wanted ad in several national arts publications, Clarksville is one of several small towns seeking artists from across the country who might be willing to pick up and move to a place where the living is easy, the taxes are low and the landscape is inspiring, if somewhat sparsely populated.

"The historic communities of Hannibal, (the village of) Louisiana and Clarksville, MO, seek professional artists interested in relocating to a developing artists' district along a 50-mile scenic highway on the Mississippi River," an ad in a recent issue of Art Calendar reads.

"Low cost of living, available space, tremendous tourism industry.

"Contact the Great River Road Guild of Professional Artists."

If all goes as planned, the artists will come, an art colony will spring up and tourists will flock here like the bald eagles that descend on Clarksville each year as the Mississippi River freezes at Lock and Dam No. 24, making the fish easy prey for the birds.

But, in a twist on the old economic-development quest for smokestacks, the competition for canvas is fierce. Some of the publications that carried Clarksville's ad ran a similar one for Rising Sun, Ind.--population 2,550.

And in the politically charged climate of small towns, even co-conspirator Louisiana is regarded as a competitor--a notion Louisiana officials did nothing to dispel when they mysteriously wound up with some of the artists who had first expressed an interest in Clarksville.

"I don't really feel like they stole them away from us," Clarksville Mayor Bertha Mae Taylor said, narrowing her eyes. "But I do feel like there was some kind of problem there."

The whole idea of forgotten towns vying to recapture real or perceived glory days by manufacturing an artists colony of outsiders from far-flung cities might seem a strangely presumptuous scheme. But it is one growing in quiet streets across America, where local officials envision once-vacant buildings filling up and new tax revenues flowing in right along with the tourists.

"I just can't imagine why an artist would locate to these places,' said Tony Orum, a professor at the University of Illinois at Chicago who specializes in the sociology of American cities.

But Patrick French, executive director of the development authority in Pike County, Mo., which includes Clarksville and Louisiana, said response to the ads has come from Oregon to New York and far exceeded expectations.

"We took $500 worth of advertising and threw it out there to see if we could get any type of response," French said. "We were overwhelmed.

"We've gotten 120 responses and about 20 site visits."

In an age of planned communities and dreamed-up utopias, a la Disney's Celebration, Fla., it's often fascinating what people find valuable to create or preserve as they exercise the freedom and resources to live--or invent--any-place they want, Orum said. A Sun City in Texas? An Eiffel Tower in Las Vegas?

"There are all sorts of ways places are trying to sell themselves now," he said.

It was the sales pitch of Ralph A. Huesing, program manager for Main Street Clarksville, that proved irresistible to painters Mike Warnica and Tanya Fischer of Phoenix.

Fischer and Warnica had seen the ads in Art Calendar and talked about moving. But they didn't make up their minds until soon after visiting with Huesing, who met them for dinner while on a trip out west to visit his mother.

Eager to escape the relentless sun, big-city bustle and high cost of living in Phoenix, Warnica and Fischer rented a 25-foot moving truck, packed up their paints and moved to Clarksville sight unseen in October.

The trip took them through one moribund town after another, but the sight of Clarksville, perched on the river with its old-fashioned downtown, set their minds at ease, Warnica said.

They have been received warmly, if somewhat uncertainly.

"I really don't know what kind of art they do," said Taylor. "I can't get that clear."

Warnica and Fischer have helped the town design a set of postcards--a first for Clarksville. After two months, they say, they are happy with their decision to move here--"As far as small towns go, it's perfect," Fischer said--but they admit to some concerns.

"It's got the river, and it's got the train going through. And the lock and dam and the scenic lookout. And the eagles are going to be great, too," Warnica said. "It's got the rumblings of a good arts community.

"But I think Tanya and I might have come a little early."

So far Warnica and Fischer are the only artists who have moved to Clarksville. Rising Sun, a casino town 40 miles from Cincinnati on the Ohio River near the Indiana border with Kentucky, has been a little more successful.

"We've had a really good response," said Nancy Gililland, director of Rising Sun's Historic Downtown Business Development Center. Gililland's office fielded more than 200 calls within two months. Eight who responded to the ad have moved to Rising Sun.

Many of those moving to Rising Sun to practice their art are of retirement age, Gililland said.

Herb Herrick, 72, a retired illustrator and art director, moved to Rising Sun from Hoffman Estates in June. He paints landscapes, seascapes and wildlife.

"My wife passed away a year-and-a-half ago, my kids are all grown and gone--I figured what the heck. It's cheaper down here," Herrick said.

Rosemary Butterbaugh, 62, a watercolorist specializing in landscapes, moved to Rising Sun with her retired husband, Bill, from Fairfax, Va., a suburb of Washington, D.C.

"It looked like my husband was going to retire suddenly, so we came out and looked around and just decided it was the adventure we would spend the rest of our lives on," said Butterbaugh, a former Naperville resident.

Angela Arndt, 35, is having second thoughts after moving to Rising Sun from Chicago on June 1.

"I miss the restaurants and my friends and the night life and culture and that kind of thing," she said. But if she leaves, it will be a business decision.

With a master's degree in arts, entertainment and media management, Arndt moved to Rising Sun in hopes of assembling a not-for-profit foundation to finance art projects. But the former administrator in the art history program at the Art Institute of Chicago has resorted to teaching computer classes in Cincinnati and other nearby cities.

"The thing I would say to individuals who are interested in exploring this particular place is they better have a very strong entrepreneurial sense," she said. "There are a lot of galleries here making it only by the skin of their teeth."

Arts communities have sprung up in unlikely places, bringing about the resurgence of entire towns and neighborhoods, said Butterbaugh, adding she has sold enough paintings to break even a couple months.

But other small-town artists, such as Warnica and Fischer, do not rely on local sales; they have representatives peddle their paintings from Los Angeles to New York.

That their shop is a real business is sometimes lost on the townspeople of Clarksville. For a while passersby were coming in, hanging out and talking a while, Fischer said. Now she and Warnica keep the door locked so they can work--an ironic twist given that those who envisioned an arts community here saw it as a way of increasing tourist traffic.

Fine art is not a familiar concept in some small towns. As officials and townspeople in Clarksville debated whether and how to build an arts community, they couldn't even agree on what art is. Were artisans like furniture-makers Mike and Margie Greenwell and blacksmith Mike Brewer to be sought too? How should the ad be worded?

Then there was the question of incentives.

"You could go the strictly economic route and show them tax comparison rates. Our taxes are cheaper," said Dee David of Northeast Missouri Development Corp. "But the tourism draw in the area would be a bigger consideration, I would think."

Hannibal, steeped in the lore of Twain and the river, has almost 600,000 tourists visit annually, David said.

"We'd like to see some of the old buildings occupied again and increase the sales-tax revenue," French said.

When Gililland, formerly with the state arts council in Oklahoma, arrived in Rising Sun two years ago, the town had an auto-parts store, feed store, paint store, pharmacy and a couple of hairdressers.

"Now we have two art galleries, a harp-manufacturing showroom and a place for concerts," Gililland said.

Her push for an arts community has attracted the attention of other cities, she said, including Paducah, Ky., and St. Charles, Mo.

If nothing else, the idea of an arts community has given more than a few small towns one last hope, Orum said. These are the big dreams of small towns. Clarksville, with a tourism center and a restaurant with big-city prices, got its first-ever postcards Wednesday.

Her hair covered with snowflakes, Mayor Taylor took them into town hall, hunted up a pair of scissors, cut the tape on the shallow boxes and lifted into the weak light of a gray afternoon one small town's high-gloss vision of itself.

Chicago Tribune, Sunday, April 6, 2003

Small Southern town feeling the absence of 150

Guard members off to war duty

BATESBURG-LEESVILLE, S.C.


To begin with, this place didn't have many people to spare. But after almost 150 of its men left one day, deployed with the National Guard's 122nd Engineers Battalion for the war in Iraq, a small town got even smaller.

Among those who are gone are three members of the town's 19-person police force--including the chief and the undercover narcotics detective--the police dispatcher's husband, the baker's son-in-law, the mechanic's boy, the town clerk's son and a newly elected Town Council member who had attended only two meetings. 

"It's a huge void," said school librarian Sharmen Oswald, whose husband, Police Chief Wallace Oswald, no longer can be found eating chicken tenders at his favorite lunchtime table beneath the mounted buck heads at the mayor's restaurant. "And it won't be filled until the men are back home." 

The exodus, the largest single-day deployment of South Carolina Guard members to a combat zone since World War II, provides a poignant glimpse into the communal sacrifice that war can require.

These are men who in peacetime serve all of South Carolina, responding to hurricanes, floods and other natural disasters. In Iraq, the South Carolina men will clear away land mines and rebuild bridges, roads and airfields.

But since their deployment last month, those who need them for all manner of smaller tasks amid the towering white pines of central South Carolina have had to make do without their fathers and brothers, husbands and sons.

The men at the armory once helped librarians across the street get rid of a snake behind the heavy case displaying dolls of the world. They built parks and baseball fields, repaired leaky pipes under kitchen sinks and wired homes for electricity. They played catch with little dreamers.

Now the armory, a low-slung brick building across the road from a cemetery, sits empty, and the neighborhood dog that some of the men there regularly fed has stopped coming around, said Kitty Warner, head librarian at the Lexington County branch across the street.

"It is lonely," said assistant librarian Frances Hyman.

Batesburg-Leesville, a community of 5,500 people 35 miles southwest of Columbia, has been profoundly affected by losing so many residents at once, Mayor Jim Wiszowaty said.

Many lunchtime regulars at the mayor's popular restaurant, Wiz's Eatery, no longer can be found there. Michael Summers' barbershop also has been affected: A dozen of the men who regularly occupied Summers' barber chair have been deployed, as well as Summers' 33-year-old son, David, a father of three.

Karl Crapps, owner of an eponymous tire-service business on the outskirts of Batesburg-Leesville, has a son, Kevin, who is a lance corporal in the U.S. Marine Corps.

"It's pretty tough at times," Crapps said slowly around a toothpick. "It's kind of a scary situation."

The impact of the deployment extends beyond Batesburg-Leesville. All together, 500 men, ranging from their late teens to near retirement age, left this town and a handful of neighboring communities March 3.

"The town has that closeness, and this just raises it a little because so many people seem to be checking on each other," said Acting Police Chief Frederick Hamer, who is working an extra four hours a day.

Batesburg-Leesville, already vibrant with dogwoods and redbuds in full bloom, rustles with yellow ribbons on signposts and buildings, including the armory. Besides guardsmen, more than a few military men also have been deployed.

Those left in Batesburg-Leesville have drawn strength from churches, where prayers and services dwell on the war and those who have been deployed, said Wiszowaty, a transplanted Chicagoan who loves his adopted town.

"This is the Bible Belt," Wiszowaty said. "People go to church and believe in God and know that God's going to do them right."


Chicago Tribune, Friday, July 20, 2001

City tries to pump up its crews down under



Most afternoons Darren Ford works in the sewer, installing special valves on catch basins to prevent flooding. But on Thursday, while Ford might have been lifting manhole covers, he was elbow to elbow with more than 800 cheering sewer workers in a sweltering auditorium west of the Loop.

The curious scene that unfolded there could have even bigger implications for your basement. For an hour and a half, Chicago's Sewers Department held a pep rally for virtually all of its employees, who flooded the streets afterward with the words of Vince Lombardi dancing in their heads and, ostensibly, newfound resolve to give it up for a dirty, thankless job. 

"Winning is not a sometimes thing. It's an all-the-time thing," the city's new sewers commissioner, John A. Roberson, 32, told those gathered, quoting the late, hard-driving football coach as he stood at a lectern glaring out over the packed auditorium.

A banner on the wall behind Roberson's head read, "Bringing Sewers Above Ground."

"I firmly believe that any man's finest hour ... is that moment when he has worked his heart out in a good cause and lies exhausted on the field of battle, victorious," the commissioner said.

The rally at the Plumbers Union Hall in the 1300 block of West Washington Boulevard was not a first for the department, but the last time so many sewer workers gathered together under one roof was 25 years ago.

Among those in attendance Thursday were Kevin Benak and Frank Montague, who had spent an evening earlier in the week using a rope to haul a trapped dog out of the sewer at 31st Place and Kostner Avenue.

'When You Flush, Think of Us'

"We're revealing our four-year strategic plan to our employees," department spokeswoman Robin Taylor said, "and we're trying to pump people up."

The meeting was mandatory. "There are no exceptions!" blared a departmental memo last month announcing the gathering. Supervisors were required to bring time sheets and workers remained on the clock.

In addition to a talk by Roberson, the workers heard a motivational speech by former Chicago Bear Chris Zorich.

Some in attendance said they saw great value in the rally. "The whole thing about this is they're listening to the workers on the street," said Mark LeBaron, a 24-year veteran of the department who wore a button that read, "When You Flush, Think of Us."

Others were baffled, unable to reconcile images of valor and glory with an often filthy job that turns your Nikes prematurely gray.

"A lot of the guys don't understand what this is all about," said Frank Coconate, 43, a 23-year veteran of the department. "It's kind of like a high school thing. A pep rally? I mean, we're guys who've been around for 15 or 20 years."

As sewer workers descended on the hall for the rally, one growled at another, "So what the hell's this big meeting about?"

Roberson, who took office in January, acknowledged that some approached the meeting with suspicion.

"With a new commissioner, people are always going to be skeptical," Roberson said. "Some people leading up to the rally would say, 'Commissioner, what is this about?'

"It created a sense of excitement and anxiety."

Roberson came to the department from the Chicago Housing Authority, where he was chief of development, overseeing the CHA's $1.5 billion program to build or rehabilitate 25,000 housing units. Previously, he was an assistant to Mayor Richard Daley and purchasing manager for the Chicago Park District.

"There's nothing exciting about sewers," he said. "People call us only when they have water in their basement."

Said Ford: "I get very dirty. It can be a dirty job. The reaction most people have is, 'Wow, I can't believe you do that.'"

People might be even more incredulous about sewer workers having a pep rally, said employee Pat Maloney, 25.

"I suppose the concept is a little, uh--not what would be expected," Maloney said.

Idea inspired by a war

Roberson said the idea behind the gathering began to grow long before he took over the department, when he served in the military during the Persian Gulf War.

"When I served, it was really a great opportunity for me to see how I was a part of the larger picture," Roberson said. "People want to be motivated. They want to believe in something.

"I wanted the opportunity to roll out the department's strategic plan for employees and to get them pumped up about being part of the Sewers Department."

Department veteran Michael DiIacova was one of the few at Thursday's rally who had been around long enough to have attended the last one at a church a quarter century ago. Then as now, he explained, "It was a pep talk to get the guys motivated."

DiIacova stood at attention listening to Roberson and Zorich, sweat shining on his forehead.

"It's a good way to raise morale," DiIacova said.

LeBaron agreed--though he couldn't say exactly how the pep rally started. When it began, at 1 p.m., he was in the restroom washing up. He had come straight from a job in Hyde Park.

Cheers and applause

By the time LeBaron walked into the auditorium, Roberson was in full gear at the lectern, his voice rising and falling like a preacher's, his message full of pauses:

For. Dramatic. Effect.

He told his workers he needed them to lay it on the line.

He told them how he drove trucks eight years ago when he left the military, told them how he worked hard and trusted in God as he worked his way up to commissioner.

"How many of you know Dennis?" he said, introducing a worker who had joined him at the podium.

The place erupted.

"He was an acting foreman for six years," Roberson said. "Until Monday.

"Monday the 'acting' part was taken off his title."

More cheering.

More clapping.

"We were all stunned by this," Coconate said of the rally as he stood at the back of the auditorium.

"It's something different, I'll say that."
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Shredding industry refuses to be trashed

Despite Enron, business good



It's not just the accounting profession that is getting a bad rap from the Enron scandal. Think of how those in the shredding business must feel.

On the defensive, the National Association of Information Destruction, which represents more than 250 companies in the United States and abroad, issued a news release last week titled "Shredding is Good." 

It reminded "the media, as well as the citizens of the United States, that the overwhelming majority of document destruction that takes place on a daily basis is done so quite appropriately and for the cause of good." 

Some in the business are not so fretful of a backlash.

"It's great to be a shredder," said Paul Swenson, founder and president of Shred-It Inc. "Anytime shredding is in the news, our phone starts ringing. Ollie North is one of our best buddies."

The information age has been good to the information-destruction business--a little-known and relatively young industry of anonymous companies that has come of age amid increasing public concern over information theft.

Now, as the chatter of shredders forms the background noise for the scandal engulfing Texas-based Enron and Chicago accounting firm Andersen, some are waiting to see if document destruction gets a bad name.

It has weathered storms before.

It was North's secretary, Fawn Hall, who admitted shredding sensitive documents in the Iran-Contra case, once again bringing to the forefront a method of information destruction that first assumed a place of dubious honor decades ago during Watergate. But shredding isn't just for the desperate anymore.

With reports of information thieves rummaging in trash bins for sensitive financial, legal and medical documents discarded by banks, accounting firms, law offices and hospitals and with public concern over fraud cases rising, shredding is all the rage. Highly publicized cases such as Enron's notwithstanding, the sound of records being chewed up and spit out drones on unnoticed in offices and homes across America.

Sales of personal shredders have skyrocketed as Shred-It's client list--a high-powered lot that includes the U.S. Customs Service and many hospitals--has grown by the hundreds each year.

"I'd say for the past two years they've been a high-selling item," said Robert Olson, store manager of the Office Depot store at 2928 N. Ashland Ave. The store sells as many as 15 shredders each day, he estimates.

"They were a pretty good-selling item at Christmastime," he said.

Most shredders are sold for the home, Olson said.

"It's probably because of credit-card fraud--people are shredding their bills and things. Nowadays people shred everything. And the confetti-cut ones are starting to sell a lot more now. They're even higher security than the strip &lsqb;cut&rsqb; models."

Shredding services, of which the National Association of Information Destruction lists five member companies in Illinois, generally handle much larger volumes of paper and other material.

Hundreds of thousands of tons of paper are shredded each year, said Robert Johnson, executive director and founder of the association. That's a small percentage of the 45.6 million tons of paper shipped to distributors in 2000 , according to the American Forest and Paper Association.

"We're certainly all used to telling people what business we're in and having them kind of cock their heads and say, 'There are people that do that?'" Johnson said.

"When something like &lsqb;the Enron case&rsqb; surfaces, the natural tendency is to forget that shredding is a very positive and responsible thing for companies to be doing--and that not enough of it is done."

Not just paper

Swenson said his business shreds almost 10,000 tons of paper each year, along with other items such as computer software; confiscated clothing and jewelry such as fake Rolex watches and bootleg Disney paraphernalia; and toys.

"We'll destroy an item that would have a value if it ended up back on the street--confiscated goods," Swenson said. "Like, we do work for the Customs Service--stuff they grab at the border.

"In fact, product destruction is getting to be a bigger part of what we do."

Shred-It Inc., founded in 1985, was one of the first shredding services in the country, Swenson said.

"I read an article about a guy in California who was doing this and it just clicked with me. It's not brain surgery, but you're working for big companies who pay their bills--and the end result is you recycle all this stuff. And I was an old hippie, so anything that helped the earth was a plus."

The work is not glamorous.

In a windswept alley in the Loop, with old newspapers swirling four stories up in the frigid morning air, Vito Lipari loaded a nondescript white truck with secret cargo: confidential documents from three firms in a single Chicago high-rise.

From this building alone, Lipari--a driver-supervisor for Shred-It and, arguably, the most trusted man in Chicago on this brisk winter morning--would haul away containers filled with more than 2 tons of paper containing sensitive or simply outdated information from an insurance company, a law office and an accounting firm.

Then, after a few more stops, he would deliver his load to a plant in Westmont, where, for about 12 cents a pound, it would be cut up and shipped out for recycling.

Shredding can even be a matter of national security, according to the federal Economic Espionage Act of 1996, which requires firms to protect competition-sensitive information so it won't fall into the hands of foreign governments and businesses, something that could negatively affect the economy.

Ex-publisher now shreds

Destroying confidential documents is a worthwhile calling, said Tom Simpson, who took the reins of Confidential Security Corp. in Peoria from a friend who retired from the business eight years ago. But Simpson, who headed a textbook-publishing company in Peoria for 25 years before buying out the owner of Confidential Security, used to cringe when he watched the shredding process.

"For 25 years I was collecting and preserving information," he said. "Now I'm collecting and destroying it."

Confidential Security is about four times bigger and more profitable now than when Simpson took if over eight years ago, he said.

Even in a small town, where everybody seems to know everybody else's business, there are plenty of secrets, said Mary Federici Burgan, the owner of a shredding business in Downstate Mt. Vernon. Until recently the townspeople were burying their old records or burning them in barrels. Nurses at the hospital were shredding medical and insurance documents.

When Burgan started a shredding business last year, the idea caught on fast. And nine months later, Rip it to Shreds is growing fast. Burgan bales more than 40,000 pounds of shredded paper for recycling every three days and serves businesses in a 7 mile radius of Mt. Vernon.

She even makes house calls, in a 24-foot box truck with a shredder in back.

"I'm still managing my dad's scrap-metal business," Burgan said. "That's my income.

"But Rip it to Shreds is my dream."

Chicago Tribune, Tuesday, October 27, 1998

A fuller view of a genius painter

Seurat’s drawings make Art Institute treasure complete

Sometime Friday afternoon the black-and-white drawings that Impressionist painter Georges Seurat rendered as studies for his haunting "Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte"--small, fragile windows on the mind of a genius--will go on display near the painting, which serves as an icon for the Art Institute of Chicago.

The drawings, which almost certainly must have lain at Seurat's elbow as he painted his frozen summer scene more than 100 years ago, rejoin his masterpiece because of an unusual stipulation in the will of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller. 

A year before her death in 1948, Rockefeller--a founder of New York's Museum of Modern Art--wrote a will addressing her belief that a museum of truly modern art should not hang onto even its most prized possessions long enough for them to achieve historic status.

The will set a deadline: Four of the New York museum's great drawings were to be jettisoned by the end of October 1998.

Earlier this month the day came for the drawings to move on--two by Vincent van Gogh went 37 blocks north through the bustling streets of Manhattan to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, while the Seurat drawings headed for Chicago.

For the Art Institute, the drawings offer a glimpse into the mind of the man whose painting has stood as a symbol of the museum for years--and fill in an important gap. Though the museum had two studies of landscapes for the vast painting, as well as a tiny oil sketch of a scene similar to that in Seurat's masterpiece, it had no figure studies.

With the two drawings from New York--both showing women with parasols, one seated and one strolling through the park--the Art Institute now has a more complete representation of how the Pointillist master conceived his groundbreaking work, which was donated by Chicago collector Frederick Clay Bartlett in 1926.

"They're especially valuable to us because we have the picture, of course," said Doug Druick, curator of prints and drawings at the Art Institute. "His drawings are highly prized and sought after, and these are exceptionally prized examples of his figure drawings.

"The drawing of the seated woman holding a parasol is one of the great drawings of the 19th Century."

Beginning Friday, the Art Institute will display the drawings for about a month to celebrate their arrival, Druick said.

Besides being a revered Impressionist who made his reputation seemingly overnight with one vast and timeless painting, Seurat was one of the great draftsmen of the 19th Century, Druick said. The drawings show off his versatility.

"They are great works of art in their own right," he said.

At the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the van Gogh drawings--valued at $40 million--will join one of the largest van Gogh collections in the world.

"I think the museum is very pleased," said spokesman Harold Holzer. "But we don't want to be rhapsodic about it at the expense of our colleagues at (the Museum of Modern Art). We realize it's painful for them."

Still, the Art Institute of Chicago and the Metropolitan Museum of Art waited a long time for the Museum of Modern Art to give up claim to Rockefeller's gift.

"We've known about it forever," Druick said. A few years ago, he issued a gentle reminder that the big day was approaching.

"It was all terribly amicable," he said. "We simply said the time is coming up, and we really have to talk about how we're going to get the drawings here."

For the Museum of Modern Art, there is no consolation in any of this.

"They've had use of these for 50 years," Druick said. "They've been able to enjoy them, and now we'll be able to."

In the studies of the two women with parasols, the Art Institute has acquired pieces of a very important puzzle, Druick said.

Seurat's painting, at roughly 7 feet by 10 feet, one of the biggest paintings in the museum, is a landmark and an icon--a dreamy, long-ago Paris scene that has become synonymous with a museum in the gritty Chicago Loop.

And the drawings show how he dreamed it up. "They're what makes the painting final," Druick said. "There's something very haunting about the picture--all those stilled actions of all those people out enjoying themselves on a summer's day."

Museum of Modern Art Director Glenn Lowry is looking on the bright side.

"While it's painful (to lose the drawings), it's good they're going to an idela home," he said.

Rockefeller believed the Seurat drawings should end up at the Art Institute.

"She felt very strongly that they related to the painting and would find a good home there, and I couldn't agree with her more," Lowry said.

In the 1940s, his museum adopted a policy requiring works of art to be transferred out after 50 years.

"The idea was that by moving these it would ensure our constantly seeking new works of art to keep our collection fresh and alive," he said.

But by the early 1950s, the policy had been abandoned.

"We realized there was a value to having a historical side to our collection, that those works which had acquired the greatest value historically and financially would be constantly leaving the museum, and that many donors making gifts to us wouldn't be happy if the museum constantly was giving their gifts away to other institutions," Lowry said.

So, while agreeing with Rockefeller's thinking about where the Seurat drawings eventually belonged, Lowry said, "Most museums now, we don't normally see bequests with these kinds of strings. In fact, we seek now to only accept gifts that are unconditional."

Chicago Tribune, Wednesday, March 19, 2003

Wartime Streets: Milwaukee

School tries to soften world’s hard edges

Parents and teachers at the Tamarack Community School, a nondescript building in a historically white-ethnic Milwaukee neighborhood that once served as the city's hippie epicenter, do their best to protect the innocence of children. 

That includes never saying "the three-letter word"--war, administrator Jean Kacanek said.

But as the demand for preschool grows in an ever-competitive society bent on giving children the brightest future possible, that future increasingly looks like war with Iraq.

The lawyers, gourmet chefs and doctors who pay $1,728 to $5,400 annually to send their children here can't help wondering: For what kind of world are we preparing our children? 

"I'm generally not a pessimist or a fearful person," said Malcolm Woods, 44, of Milwaukee, as he left his children--Hannah, 5, and Austin, 8--at the school one morning last week. "But, certainly, world events concern me. The situation in the Middle East is a tinderbox and requires considerable delicacy. I'm not sure we're providing that."

Tamarack, a school for children in preschool through the 8th grade, is a place where parents and teachers attempt to reconcile preparing their children for the future and protecting them from the frightening vagaries of the present, Woods said.

Amid the hard questions of morality, politics, conflict and discord in today's changing world, much of the responsibility of preparing children for the future has been thrust back to parents.

"It kind of intrudes when we're driving around and see war protesters," said Woods, a writer and the editor of Exchange magazine, a food and wellness journal published by Outpost Natural Foods. "It's an opportunity to discuss how people can disagree, to teach that disagreements aren't bad or something to fear.

"One day we were out driving, and both kids were in the car. It was a day with lots of demonstrators, people with placards standing on the street corners. I explained that there were other people in the world who didn't agree with this country.

"And Austin said, 'They don't like American cheese.'"

Woods' daughter, Hannah, does not yet have a sense of world affairs, her father said, nor will she learn about them in her preschool classroom at Tamarack.

Waldorf schools, started in 1919 in Germany by the owner of the Waldorf Cigarette Factory, were conceived as a way to protect children from the emotional ravages of war--"a healing impulse to the kind of situation we're looking at from the other end now," Kacanek said.

The Waldorf teaching method, which is used at Tamarack, is a softer, less structured alternative to the popular Montessori approach and disdains early academics for an approach thought to nurture the imagination. Teachers eschew plastic toys and discourage watching television, which some families happily accomplish by not having one. Early-childhood reading skills are not pushed.

Some critics of Waldorf schools, which promote fantasy and imagination in a quest to let children be children, dismiss them for being too ethereal, mystical or occult-like.

"It's not la-la land, but in today's world, where the news is full of fear and reality, you walk in the door and you don't want to leave," said Susie Bertran, 41, who has three children in the school of 144.

Jill Cheek, 39, a naturopathic doctor who lives with her husband, a lawyer, and five children in suburban White Fish Bay, Wis., said the family put a lot of thought into preschool, trying out the Montessori and public varieties before settling on Tamarack.

"We made the choices we did to give them opportunity and experience," Cheek said.

"As far as the world, I'm a bit confused. Richard, my husband, I think he more supports the war. I don't support war in Iraq. I support war on the terrorists.

"I just see us as that ugly superpower that I hate to be a part of."

Cheek's 5 1/2-year-old son, Noah, turned 4 on Sept. 11, 2001, the day the terrorists attacked. They were at a mall for the usual birthday routine, having his picture taken and eating lunch, when the mall closed.

"People are just kind of waiting to see how all this is going to play out," said Guy Davies, an executive chef at a French restaurant who was marinating chicken quarters in wine and juniper berries as his preschool-age daughter, Maya, played at school a few blocks away.

Some of the children playing in the crosshairs of light and shadow created by the blinds in Ms. Rose's classroom are thinking about bad guys.

Active imaginations abound in Rose Wessel's early-childhood class, where boys with cowlicks and bottlebrush eyelashes often breathe life into fictional miscreants.

Yamil Bailey, a precocious preschooler with tousled blond hair, pretended to shoot a missile. His target: Darth Vader.

Real villains such as Saddam Hussein don't intrude here--not even as an invasion of Iraq comes closer.

"The real world doesn't have bad guys," pupil David Nagy said.
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Book spurs gullible with image of largesse

Letter writers beg wealthy for cash

Derry Parker, an Ohio grandmother on Social Security, and Robert A. Pritzker, a billionaire executive with an office in Chicago's Loop, would seem to have little in common. But they are connected by a curious web of letters nationwide whose expansive reach has ensnared the famous as well as the forgotten.

The letters spring from a flimsy, 58-page manual marketed for sale to the destitute and the desperate that capitalizes on the public's perception of a widening chasm between America's rich and poor. Bearing the cryptic title "Report 5504: Sources of Wealthy Individuals," the publication encourages the less fortunate to write panhandling form letters to any of more than 800 ostensibly wealthy people listed in the book. 

"You can be assured you will find the money you are looking for by following our instructions in this report," promises the manual, which costs $40 plus $15 shipping and handling.

Seated at a table in a quiet, brown house in Elyria, Ohio, Parker said she did just that-- writing letters to everyone from the actress Kirstie Alley to Ross Perot--10 of them by hand, the rest on her buzzing Brother typewriter.

This is how a get-rich-quick scheme germinates.

"My name is Derry," Parker wrote.

"I am a single parent and grandmother of a 6-year-old boy. I have rheumatoid arthritis. I have lost some function in both hands and I need joint replacements on both knees. I am on disability and my checks are not enough to meet my obligations and needs.

"I am requesting the amount of Fifty Thousand Dollars . . ."

But after sending out 100 such letters in envelopes marked "Urgent," Parker, who lives in Section 8 housing and draws Social Security benefits of less than $700 a month, is giving up. "So far nobody has offered to help," she said. "I'm getting pretty discouraged."

Report 5504, a how-to manual in frustration, has left letter-senders and recipients alike shaking their heads. Tenuously held together by the kind of black-plastic edge binder for sale at any drugstore, it panders to the vague dreams of the discontented while putting the wealthy and the generous squarely on the spot.

The nature of this case makes it unique, said Will Mancino, spokesman for the U.S. attorney general's office in Washington, D.C. No one in that office had ever heard of an offer that entices the poor and forgotten to write the rich and famous asking for money, Mancino said. It's a strangely self-conscious scheme born of a strangely self-conscious age--one in which the divide between America's rich and poor is ever widening.

But there is a commonness in the offer too. In the pages of Report 5504 is a never-ending story, one that plays out countless times every day all across America--an offer too good to be true, a gray area breached: Is it legitimate or is it a scam? The U.S. Postal Service fields so many complaints they can't investigate every case, said Phoenix-area Postal Inspector Leo Nolan. "There's probably thousands of them around," he said.

Depending on the number of complaints received in any given case, the amount of reported losses, the degree of public outrage and the demographics of those targeted--the elderly, certain ethnic minorities and other especially vulnerable groups who often fall prey to mail-order scams--postal inspectors might investigate or turn a case over to federal prosecutors, Nolan said. "Mail fraud is a billion-dollar business every year. It's forever happening."

No laws have been found broken in the case of Report 5504. Mancino said no action had been taken against the company marketing the manual. But Parker isn't any happier for knowing that.

For her the cost of a copy of Report 5504 amounts to about one-twelfth of her monthly income. There are also costs to those unwittingly listed in the book.

"I think we feel there's an invasion somehow of our privacy, and more than that, I feel sorry for the people who have paid for this," said Mary Ehmann, the wife of Winnetka businessman Frank Ehmann, who is one of many prominent Chicago-area residents on the list. Others include civil rights activist Rev. Jesse L. Jackson, Chicago Tribune Managing Editor Ann Marie Lipinski and former Bulls coach Phil Jackson.

"I think it's an injustice to everybody," said Pritzker, a private man who eschews publicity as he anonymously gives away millions to charity.

Letters like Parker's, bearing postmarks from all corners of the United States, have tumbled through Pritzker's mailbox--and those of hundreds of other luminaries nationwide. The list includes entrepreneurs and rock stars, financiers and shooting guards, inventors and war heroes, bowlers and journalists--virtually none of whom was notified of their inclusion in the manual. The book misspells many of their names and provides incorrect or outdated addresses in many cases.

"Each and every year millions, even billions, of dollars are given away to ordinary people in the form of financial gifts from these wealthy individuals," the book trumpets. "These financial gifts are not loans, but they are gifts and never have to be paid back.

"Most people are not even aware these generous wealthy individuals are around giving away money by the bushel baskets full!"

That includes the generous wealthy individuals--many of whom are at once befuddled by and suspicious of the eerily similar-sounding requests.

"We've been as baffled by this as anyone else," Mary Ehmann said. "We're not major benefactors of anything. Our name is not going to turn up on some angel list somewhere."

But in the spring, the letters started coming. The Ehmanns have received six in all. Those from Kansas sound the same as those from the Bronx, which made the Ehmanns wonder: Is the same person sending all these, changing his or her name and story each time in a desperate attempt to find an identity that moves us?

"Usually they're from people with virtually hopeless requests," Mary Ehmann said. "And they never really even ask for it as a loan. It's pretty much an outright request for $10,000 or so.

"It's amazing."

An 800 number was printed on direct-mail cards to customers targeted by the Arizona-based company that markets and sells the book, Marketing Etc: Trust. The phone there is answered by a man who explains the logic of such a business venture: "People like Michael Jordan and stuff like that, people like (Utah Jazz player Jeff) Hornacek--I mean, if you're making a lot of money, especially in sports, you have to give some of it away, or you just get a bad name.

"If you keep all of it yourself, you end up like Rockefeller or something. I don't know."

In a phone interview, MET Marketing Director Mark Maddux said he did not know how those targeted for sale of the book are chosen.

"We do a lot of different kinds of advertising," he said. "I'm not sure how they do it."

Maddux said he also did not know how many copies of the book have been sold, adding: "I don't know a lot about the book. It's not like we make millions of dollars selling a $40 manual.

"We're just a marketing company. We market a lot of different kinds of things. We just sell information, that's all we do."

Parker's troubles began when she brought in with the rest of the mail a seemingly harmless postcard and seized on the hope it offered. The card was printed with MET's 800 number. She ordered the manual.

"I really didn't think it was worth $40, but I went ahead and got it because I needed help because this book says there was wealthy individuals out there to give you help if you needed it," Parker said.

Pritzker was one of the few people Parker wrote who responded. Others were Michael Dell, CEO of Dell Computer Corp., and S. Robson Walton, chairman of Wal-Mart.

"Although I wish I could be more helpful, I have made it a policy never to make personal grants or loans," Pritzker wrote in response to Parker's letter. "All our charitable contributions are handled through the Pritzker Foundation. Unfortunately, our Charter states that we can only make contributions to organized charities."

MET has received no complaints about Report 5504, Maddux said. But the Better Business Bureau in Phoenix has on file one unresolved complaint.

Nolan, the postal inspector in Phoenix, said inspectors nationwide have, since 1996, received complaints from about 10 people reporting total losses of $3,300 or less as a result of having done business with MET. But inspectors are not investigating, he said.

The Phoenix office of the Better Business Bureau will not say how many complaints in all have been lodged against MET but advises caution in dealing with the company.

Maddux would not say where MET is located. "I'm not supposed to give out our physical address," he said.

Until about six months ago, the company--a small business started in 1995--received its mail at an upscale building nestled in a cluster of Southwestern-style strip shopping malls and offices in Scottsdale, but MET had no office there. The receptionist in that building, Alliance Business Centers, said MET had since moved its mailing address to Peoria, Ariz., but it's unclear where exactly.

Pinning down those behind MET is even tougher. William C. Scardina is listed as the company's agent (the individual authorized to be served with legal papers on the company's behalf) in MET's most recent annual report, filed in February 1997 with the State of Arizona.

Until a few years ago, Scardina lived in DuPage County, where his job history ranged from mortgage broker to head of a business that sold cellular phones, computers and security systems.

In an interview, Scardina denied involvement with the company. "I have no business dealings with them on a daily basis," he said. "I have nothing to do with them, period."

MET, which also does business as Offshore Financial Services, has not responded to Better Business Bureau requests for information about its business, including the names and backgrounds of corporate officers, a spokeswoman for the Better Business Bureau said. It appears MET also offers for sale information about self-liquidating offshore loan sources, tips on how to save money on expenses such as taxes and air travel and offshore credit cards.

Federal and state attorneys general in Washington, D.C., and Phoenix cannot comment on consumer-fraud investigations but say they have taken no action against MET.

The line between fraud and buyer-beware cases is thin, federal officials say.

"There's not a single formula for determining that," said Eileen Harrington of the Federal Trade Commission. "But some of the factors are: What are the claims made? What is the nature of those claims? Is the promoter making earnings claims that you should expect to earn X amount of money if you buy this book and use these methods?"

The 1st Amendment provides some protection for material printed in books or other types of publications, she said--but not for commercial speech. The distinction often is blurred. "So . . . this sort of item is something we would have to weigh pretty carefully," Harrington said.

In general, fraud occurs when results are promised, Mancino said.

Both Mancino and Nolan said they could not recall having seen an offer like MET's.

"This type of case really isn't a concern," Mancino said. "They look a lot at telemarketing fraud and deal with those companies all the time. But this is so narrowly focused it isn't something we've heard a lot about."

Mancino said he could find no instance of any civil or criminal action being taken against MET.

Many recipients of the letters said they simply fielded the solicitations with bemused detachment, wondering before tossing them aside why they all sounded the same. From the Bronx, Anthony Powell sent letters asking for $5,000 to finance his ideas for inventions, including exercise equipment and a breathing apparatus for swimmers and firefighters. From Naples, Fla., Charles Constantinou sent letters asking for $40,000 to help him pay off debts he had incurred starting a vending-machine business after losing his job.

Like so many others, letters written by Byrnes asked for just one thing: a vast amount of money, in the form of a gift rather than a loan. "All I need is $40,000 to complete phase one of my goals and will be in your debt should you find it in your heart to help me," he wrote.

His wife, Jackie, didn't even know he had ordered the book.

Since retiring from the military, Gary Byrnes has cast about restlessly for a second career, Jackie Byrnes said. In his latest incarnation, he is a marshal and starter at a local golf course, she said.

She dismissed MET's strategy. "Sounds like somebody's trying to make a quick buck," she said.

But some still cling tightly to the hope that the company sold them.

Charles Constantinou has yet to receive a positive reply to his letters and has, like Parker, seen many of them returned undeliverable. But he's not giving up.

"Maybe it's too soon to tell," he said.

Chicago Tribune, Thursday, May 3, 2001

Developers give up on cemetery homes

Rosehill acreage still is for sale



Oscar Mayer won't be getting new neighbors--at least for now.

A developer has decided against building homes on non-burial land in historic Rosehill Cemetery, the final resting place of Mayer, Montgomery Ward and dozens of other famous Chicagoans, according to those familiar with the deal. 

The proposed development was the latest perceived threat to the sanctity of Rosehill, which for years has been tied up in what one lawyer called "apparently eternal" litigation brought by lot owners concerned over how parts of the 350-acre cemetery might be developed.

Rosehill owner Service Corporation International, the global leader in the cemetery business, will continue trying to sell the land, a spokesman said Wednesday. But the cemetery's contentious and tangled legal history figures to cast a shadow on the sales pitch, having discouraged more than a few developers--most recently Concord Development Corp., which had planned to build homes south of the Bryn Mawr Avenue entrance along Western Avenue. 

"It was &lsqb;Concord's&rsqb; feeling that their proposal might bring more litigation, which would tie up the property indefinitely. And so they decided it just wasn't worth it," Ald. Patrick J. O'Connor (40th) said.

Concord officials could not be reached and did not return phone calls to the company's office in Palatine. But a spokesman for Service Corporation International confirmed without identifying Concord that the company had pulled out of a sales agreement.

"There was a pending deal, but the interested party exercised their right to change their mind," said Greg Bolton, spokesman for the cemetery owner.

In fact, SCI had entered into sales agreements with two potential buyers, both of whom have backed out, Bolton said. Though he would not identify either, sources and records on file at the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency confirm that one was Concord.

The identity of the second developer is unclear, but O'Connor said he thought that company might have been working with Concord in some way.

Records indicate the deal began falling through more than a month ago. In a terse letter written March 30, Suzy Cromer, land-development secretary for Concord, wrote to the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency: "Effective immediately, Concord Development Corporation has elected to terminate the Rosehill Cemetery project."

On March 14, the agency had sent Cromer a letter informing her that a preliminary archeological survey of the site would be required before plans for development could proceed. According to the agency's letter, the proposed development site contains a Middle Woodland period archeological site.

Some materials recovered from the site in the past, such as broken pottery and other evidence of a possible Indian campsite, date back more than 1,000 years, said Mark Esarey, chief archeologist for the agency.

Besides such finds, parts of the cemetery also contain fill--mostly construction debris--the potential environmental hazards of which were the focus of a convoluted lawsuit filed in 1994 that produced a stack of court documents more than 2 feet tall.

In the suit, SCI, which was having trouble selling cemetery land, said that former cemetery owner Potter Palmer IV had failed to disclose that hazardous waste was buried at the cemetery when he sold it to SCI in 1991. Citing Illinois Environmental Protection Agency reports, Palmer's attorneys argued that the fill posed no hazard and that it had not been a secret.

The question of what lies beneath the proposed development site notwithstanding, O'Connor said the issue of most concern to Concord was one of legal constraint.

Though Rosehill is zoned for single-family residential development, a covenant that grew out of a 1986 chancery suit involving Palmer restricted parts of Rosehill for use as a church, synagogue, school, health-care facility or nursing home.
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Chicago’s cops must learn fast during slow times

The education of Probationary Police Officer Michael Kennedy began at Creighton University, but it continues in the twilight shadows that crawl along Chicago's Fry Street--an isolated ribbon of asphalt on the Near West Side that is littered with rusty cars and empty beer cans.

Kennedy, who graduated from college with a business degree and a job offer from Maytag, could be selling washing machines. Or running a posh hotel. Instead, the newly sworn probationary police officer is standing here with a meaty hand jammed inside the pocket of an Ashland Vikings gang member, searching for weapons. 

"Boy, he had a big wad of money in his back pocket," Kennedy remarks once he and Officer Greg Zullo have finished frisking the lanky gang member and climbed back into the car, satisfied the suspect is unarmed. The Viking had been stopped during an impromptu sweep of the block engineered to scatter the gang.

This is what it's like to be a new cop on the streets of Chicago. Kennedy, 29, graduated from police academy the same week that 26-year-old Patrolman Michael Ceriale was buried, dead from a South Side gangbanger's bullet.

Half a block away, the officers will search weeds and bushes for the gang's drug stash, and Kennedy's allergies will begin to roil.

To follow him for a night on patrol in sight of the city's brooding skyline is to venture into a world both deadly and mundane, where the pollen in a vacant lot can be a bigger problem for a cop than street punks, where cops find themselves at odds with Ashland Vikings one minute and renegade Popsicle pushers the next.

Next time the radio in Car 1323 crackles, it's a dispatcher reporting a resident's complaint that an ice cream truck's music is too loud. Kennedy and Zullo smile.

"There's kind of that pucker factor when they call your number," Kennedy says as he smiles and rubs his head.

His shirt has stiff creases in the sleeves. Zullo's, worn and washed countless times, is shapeless.

"Yeah," the veteran says. "Is it going to be a multiple traffic accident or getting a cat out of a tree?"

As Kennedy's mentor, Zullo must try to prepare the rookie for the unimaginable, to train him on slow nights like this--nights full of petty crime and comic minutiae--for those moments when everything suddenly turns dicey and the fates of cop and criminal fuse. But the greatest lesson is to be learned from Ceriale, the Wentworth District officer who was only 15 months out of police academy when he was shot while staking out a South Side narcotics operation.

"I think it made me a little more aware of what can happen," Kennedy said of Ceriale's death. "There's a heightened sense of awareness there."

On Wednesday, Chicago aldermen and Mayor Richard M. Daley paid an emotional tribute to the slain Wentworth District police officer during a regular meeting of the City Council.

"We talk about people we look up to. It isn't someone who breaks a home run mark. It's someone like Michael," Daley said.

Ceriale's presence lingers in the station house where Kennedy reports for work each night. There's a new purple and black bunting stored there, stitched by a women in a nearby Ukrainian neighborhood who thought it a shame the 13th District--where Ceriale started and worked most of his career--didn't have a shroud draped over its front door after his death like the ones at headquarters and at District 2, where he finished his career.

At Kennedy's graduation ceremony, Daley told the 45 cadets assembled, "Michael Ceriale stood with you a year and a half ago, right here, and raised his right hand."

Now, at the start of his second day patrolling the streets of the 13th District, Kennedy once again finds himself standing in the void left by Ceriale--this time in the stark, white upstairs roll-call room at the 13th, where for the first year of his short career, the slain officer also began each shift.

"Here, sir," Kennedy says softly.

He is a big man, the tallest in the room. Ceriale, too, was big, with a square jaw, a narrow nose and a movie-star smile. In an office downstairs, a large, manila envelope lies on the desk of 13th District Cmdr. Helen De Witte. Inside is a photograph of Ceriale, taken at his graduation from the police academy. De Witte is using it to have a memorial plaque made.

Kennedy hitches up his belt. Out of the corner of his eye, the rookie glances uncertainly at Zullo as they stand at attention for weapons inspection at roll call.

Then he descends a flight of stairs and strolls down the dim, gray corridor that leads to the streets of Chicago.

Kennedy could have kept his job as assistant manager at the Palmer House Hilton. Many nights, that would be more exciting.

But he has his mind set on being a police officer--and it had to be in the city of Chicago. "If you're going to do something, you might as well do it with the best," he says.

De Witte, a large woman bedecked with glittering jewelry who speaks as resonantly as a drill sergeant, says: "When you go anyplace else, you can say, 'Hey, I'm a police officer in the city of Chicago,' and people look at you and they know you're the genuine article."

Car 1323 cruises past the Over the Top Bake Shop, past Oggi's, past Grand Stand Italian Ice.

Kennedy and Zullo are gliding by La Amiga Fashions when the radio pops for the first time.

"1323," Kennedy says in response. Automobile accident at Grand and Ogden. "We were just over there," Zullo says. They head back past the hulking national headquarters for the Polish Roman Catholic Union.

When they arrive at Grand and Ogden, Kennedy and Zullo see no sign of an accident. They turn behind a blue Mustang convertible with all manner of totems, trophies, statuettes and other items somehow affixed to the hood and trunk.

"What do you think the resale value of that is, with all that crap on it, huh?" Kennedy says.

Zullo laughs, says, "Depends on where you sell it, I guess."

While it's still daylight, Zullo and Kennedy will check in with workers at Eckhart Park to see if there are any problems. The park is surrounded by gang turf--here the Vikings, there Milwaukee Kings. But everything is calm today, park employees say. And the officers set off on foot patrol, leaving their car parked against a curb.

Down Chicago Avenue, Kennedy and Zullo walk, their shadows stretching before them. Church bells peal in the gathering dusk.

Even in one of the nation's largest and meanest cities, the night can drag. "Some districts, you learn quicker than in other districts," 13th District Watch Cmdr. Lt. George Rafalski had said, a fly swatter behind his desk and a gun on his hip.

De Witte likens some Chicago neighborhoods to Vietnam. On this night, Zullo and Kennedy's patrol seems to have happened on a cease fire. They head over to check on the Chicago Housing Authority's two high-rise public-housing buildings near the east end of their beat.

Edna De La Rosa used to live here. Then, as she was walking to the grocery the day of Ceriale's funeral, she was caught in gang crossfire and killed. "Boom-boom-boom, DOA," De Witte says, matter-of-factly. A shrine to the woman lingers on a street corner less than a block from the building where she lived--flowers and teddy bears left by area residents.

Their walk takes Kennedy and Zullo through the Eckhart Apartments, where they check with resident desk clerks to make sure everything is all right and then leave through the back door. "You should hold the door for me," an old woman says, scolding Zullo as she shuffles toward the building with an armload of groceries.

"Oh, I'm sorry," Zullo says, turning on his heel to go open the door.

Zullo's first call out of roll call the night of Aug. 26 was about the fatal shooting of a woman from this building. That turned out to be De La Rosa. This night, though, there's no such drama.

As Kennedy and Zullo roll to a stop at the end of a street, the driver of a passing car leans on his horn to discourage the cops just in case they're considering pulling out in front of him.

"OK, pops," Zullo says, laughing. "He's not taking any chances."

The veteran cop steers toward the area around Cortez Street, where the smell of fish from a corner restaurant hangs in the air and residents have complained about parking violations.

Neighborhood stickers are required here. Car 1323 rolls slowly down the street checking windows. There, a black Mercedes in violation.

"We go from gangbangers to parking permits," Zullo says.

They turn their thoughts to dinner.

"What do you think?" Zullo says. "Burgers? Sandwiches?"

"Sure," Kennedy says. "Sounds good."

After dinner, Zullo and Kennedy will ride the streets some more, set off a burglar alarm that wakes much of an apartment complex while checking on the falsely reported drug overdose of a recently divorced man. And at midnight, Car 1323 will return to the station house.

"Shine?" an old man seated in the station house hallway will ask Kennedy. And the big rookie will laugh good-naturedly, saying, "These are brand-new."

But as they leave Peppe's Hot Dogs on Chicago Avenue, where they dine alone as the night's final customers, Zullo and Kennedy don't know what awaits them. For all they know, something worse might be out there in the new dark.

Peppe's employee Peggy English calls after them as she cleans up for closing:

"Hope to see you again, Kennedy," English said. "Be smart."
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Reward dispute keeps tragedy alive

GARY, Ind.

A Gary man who says he found the body of missing college student Brian Welzien is demanding the $25,000 reward that was offered for information leading to Welzien's return after he vanished early New Year's Day.

But Stephany Welzien, who has spent more than half the reward money on her son's funeral and wants to use the remaining $10,000 to start a scholarship fund in his name, says she doesn't want to pay the man, whose pursuit of the reward is dredging up painful memories. 

"Everything kind of winds down a little and something like that kind of turns the knife a little bit," she said.

Welzien, 21, vanished after celebrating the New Year in Chicago with a boyhood buddy and several other friends. His body was found March 17 after washing ashore on a Gary beach beside Lake Michigan.

Marlon Triplett, a 23-year-old Indiana prison guard who claims he found the body and made the anonymous call to police reporting it, says he wants the reward money--an amount roughly equal to his annual salary--for his 1-year-old daughter, Divine.

"I just feel like I'm entitled to it," Triplett said. "I don't really like to say that. But it's the truth."

For the Welzien story, which engendered sympathy in those who never had met the young man or his mother, it is a murky epilogue--and one not uncommon for cases involving offers of reward money.

It isn't unheard of for reward seekers to find themselves embroiled in an unlikely dispute with the very person they claim to have helped. Jeff Meyer, a jeweler whom Atlanta police credit with using his computer to break a 1997 burglary case earlier this year, is suing auto heiress Kathleen DuRoss Ford for the $1 million reward she offered.

And in Chicago, an informant whom police credit with leading them to the arrest of a suspected serial killer in Englewood has been waiting more than a year for the reward--$20,000 offered by Chicago police and the FBI for "assistance with ANY information about the homicides and/or sexual assaults in the Englewood or South Side areas of Chicago."

While there is precedent to show that reward offers can be legally binding, the wording of the poster and several other factors are critical, said Thomas Haney, an associate dean at the Loyola University School of Law. The law is complex and somewhat unclear, because relatively few disputes arising from such claims ever make it to appeal, where legal opinions are written and precedents set, Haney said.

"In general, I think, the offer is binding," Haney said. "But then there's the question of what the offer says, or what a reasonable person thinks it says. The wording is fairly important."

Also important is the intent of the person offering the reward--as well as that of the person seeking it.

"If a guy discovers a body and calls police, but he had never heard of the reward and then finds out afterward, that may be enough to defeat his case," Haney said.

In Welzien's case the reward was offered on a Web site and on posters which, in the end, trumpeted a "$25,000 reward for any information leading to the location of Brian Welzien."

Triplett said he had never heard of Brian Welzien or the reward until after he found the body on the beach.

"I'm doing this not for myself, but for her, too," he said, nodding toward a framed photograph of his daughter. "I got bills behind, and to get something like this thrown at me . . . "

Triplett's quest for the reward went awry from the first. . His first attorney, Willie Harris of Gary, sent Stephany Welzien a letter demanding the money, but the letter was missing a zero. Welzien dutifully sent a check for $2,500 on May 18, along with a photograph of Brian and a thank-you note "for finding my son."

Triplett's efforts also have been tempered by respect for a grieving mother whose public ordeal stirred an outpouring of sympathy and support. Parent to parent, the two talked for 20 minutes on the phone after Stephany Welzien sent the $2,500.

"She's a nice lady. She was polite. So was I," Triplett said.

"He didn't seem upset," Stephany Welzien said. "He seemed a little disappointed. He said there must have been a mistake.

"But he said he had a little daughter and he felt bad about Brian. He sounded like such a nice guy talking to him on the phone I was trying to figure out how to maybe send him more money.

"So I was really surprised when I heard from the second lawyer."

Mark Psimos of Merrillville, who took over the case for Triplett in the wake of the missing zero, wrote in a letter to Stephany Welzien dated June 19: "While I realize that losing a child is one of the most tragic things that we as parents can experience, Mr. Triplett is simply requesting that the offer that was made by you be paid."

Psimos said he is prepared to file suit in Lake Circuit Court in Indiana, and he has sent a draft of the complaint to Stephany Welzien.

"It's a contract, and the law's clear here," he said of the reward offer. "An offer's an offer."

But Welzien's attorney said Triplett was trying to benefit from a "fortuitous event" and does not deserve the reward.

"I think morally and legally Mr. Triplett's position is not a sound one," said Michael Wexler, a Chicago lawyer with the firm Seyfarth Shaw, which is representing Stephany Welzien.

"It was an anonymous call," Welzien said. "He doesn't even know Brian. It was just what any good citizen would do: You see a body, you report it."

Police ruled Welzien's death an accidental drowning; the honor student had been drinking heavily at a bar before being dropped off at a Gold Coast hotel just blocks from the lake, detectives said.

Triplett gives this account of what happened 21/2 months later:

Triplett was walking alone along nearby Miller Beach when he saw, from a distance of about 100 feet, what he thought was a large fish lying near the water's edge.

After walking a little closer Triplett realized he was looking at a person, which struck him as odd, he said, because it was so cold out. Then he realized it was a body.

"He was in the sand, but the water would rush up and lift him like it wanted him back," Triplett said.

Triplett pulled out his cell phone and called police.

To prove to Welzien that he had made the call, Triplett supplied her with his mobile phone bill showing a call to police at 5 p.m. The police report shows the call came at 4:58 p.m.

Triplet said he didn't purposely make the call anonymously.

"The police are supposed to take my name and stuff. There shouldn't be a discrepancy. It's not a hoax or nothing."

Not until the day after he found the body did Triplett know there was a reward offered, he said.

"With sympathy to the family, basically I feel like $25,000--that's a nice lump sum of money," he said.
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Marines return to open arms

PEORIA, Ill.



Still wearing his desert camouflage, Sgt. Brian Dollinger stepped out of the drifting fog on a damp Illinois night and swept up his surprised wife in a lingering embrace.

The Marine who would be maestro was home from the war. 

"Hi," said Dollinger, who is alternately a reservist and a doctoral student in music studying to be a symphony conductor.

"Hi," said Sabina Dollinger, hanging on her husband's neck so her feet didn't touch the ground. 

They had waited a long time, the wives of Charlie Company. Their husbands, Marine reservists in the 6th Engineer Support Battalion--a unit of about 160 men and women, with lives and families and jobs in the Midwest--shipped out in January to clear minefields and purify water for troops in Iraq.

The bodies of two of the men were shipped back in April, shattering a myth that even some of the wives had clung to--that reservists are less at risk than active-duty soldiers--and bringing an added sense of urgency and relief to the homecoming of those who made it back alive.

When word came Friday morning that the reservists would be coming home at 11 that night from Camp Pendleton, Calif., where they had been decompressing since returning to the United States on May 30, their families scrambled anxiously to get ready even though they had had months to prepare.

"I'm just nervous about the timing," said Sabina Dollinger, hours before the reunion. Her hands shook as she gave her 3-year-old daughter, Arianna, a teaspoonful of medicine before going to the reserve-training center to wait for her husband to arrive.

The emotional homecoming that played out just before midnight Friday as three red-and-white chartered buses carried the reservists into Peoria from Chicago's O'Hare International Airport marked the end of the Marines' travels but not of their odyssey. Re-acclimating to their Midwestern lives--settling back into construction jobs or factory work or behind the contrabass in a symphony orchestra--would be a continuing challenge.

Such is the life of the part-time soldier, who is divided between strange and different worlds that are nearly incomprehensible to each other--and nothing serves as a buffer.

Sgt. A.J. Conrad stood outside the reserve-training center after reuniting with his wife Friday night and held his 2-month-old boy for the first time. Conrad's first glimpse of his son, Brayden, was through the window of the bus that brought him to Peoria and the training center, where the driveway was lined with the cheering family members of returning reservists.

"Sitting on the bus, my leg was twitching I wanted to hold him so bad," Conrad said.

Excruciating wait

The wait at Camp Pendleton was excruciating, Conrad said. "With every step you get closer and closer to home, it just gets harder and harder."

As the buses rolled into the fog-shrouded training center, more than 500 family members and friends lined the driveway and cheered, holding up signs that said, "Welcome Back, Charlie Company" and "We Love Our Marines."

By then, however, Dollinger already had arrived and hugged his daughter and wife, who had worn 3-inch platform heels so she could kiss her 6-foot-8 husband. So eager was Dollinger to come home he had volunteered to drive a U-Haul truck full of gear back well before the buses came.

Dollinger was the only reservist who had to wait for his family to arrive, rather than the other way around; when his wife and his parents, Robert and Roberta, stepped out of their cars upon arriving at the training center, he stepped toward them out of the foggy night and surprised them.

The reservists' reunion with family members was tempered and defined by the absence of the two men from their unit who died in Iraq.

Steve Korthaus of Davenport, Iowa, was not planning to be at the reserve-training center in Peoria for the homecoming. His 29-year-old son, Sgt. Brad Korthaus--an outdoorsman and expert swimmer--had died with Cpl. Evan James, 20, as they and two other men tried to swim across a canal in southern Iraq so they might see over a high bank and gauge the enemy threat.

Both men who died were strong swimmers; James was a lifeguard and Korthaus swam 5 miles every morning at the YMCA.

Lt. Col. Steve Melbourne said the canal water was colder and brinier than expected and the banks were so muddy that it might have prevented the men from climbing out on the other side. Both were nearly across when they went under, he said.

Now everyone from the unit but Korthaus and James was back, even earlier than James had predicted in his last letter home to his mother.

"I'm glad they're coming back sooner than what they said," said Steve Korthaus, who expected his son to be gone for a year when he shipped out. "But I don't know if I could handle &lsqb;attending the homecoming&rsqb;.

"Seeing all the guys come off the plane would be hard enough, and then when your son isn't among them, you know--it would be a letdown like you wouldn't believe."

Those who returned Friday night looked both glad and dazed. Many have some catching up to do.

Dollinger shipped out after attending only three days of a semester at Ball State University, where he and his wife, a flutist, are working toward doctoral degrees in music. He has missed a lot of classwork, and a lot of time with his family.

All day Friday Sabina Dollinger waited anxiously for her husband, her longing mixed with reticence. What would it be like having him back? They were married right before he shipped out and so have not yet had a chance to live together as husband and wife. Would they be like newlyweds or would they fight?

Doubts creep in

Some of their phone conversations while he was gone had ended in mild agitation--such as when he bristled at her announcement that she had work for him to do around the house.

Sabina Dollinger was looking forward to having a little more freedom when he returned. She also wanted some help and support in disciplining their 3-year-old daughter, Arianna.

"I told him she needs a little fatherly discipline," Sabina said, grinning.

"And he said, 'Well, I'm not going to discipline her when I first get back.'"

Their phone conversations have been few, brief and expensive--each time Brian Dollinger called and got only the answering machine cost $8.

The first two calls are noted on the kitchen calendar with a "Brian called!!!" on March 1 and a "B called" on March 16.

Most family members of the reservists found it much harder waiting for the homecoming since the unit got back to the U.S.; the unit had been at Camp Pendleton undergoing physical exams and debriefings and waiting for the military to arrange flights home.

Last week a message across the unit's Web site read: "Clean up the grill and ice down a cold one. They are at Camp Pendleton. IT WON'T BE LONG NOW!!"

Brian Dollinger called her before getting on a plane in San Diego.

"See you tonight," he said slyly.

"What?" Sabina said.

It was the first she had heard that they were coming back--and time to start thinking about what to wear; Brian's favorite color on her is red. Would the weather permit her to wear what she wanted? She told Arianna, who has grown and changed since her father last saw her.

Then she began "cleaning like a maniac."

Homecoming rush

Some prepared for the homecoming by fretting that they might not have enough time, by throwing clothes into suitcases or giving themselves facials.

In Peoria, Jennifer Conrad told her son Keegan, Brayden's 4-year-old brother, that his father, Sgt. A.J. Conrad, was coming back and the boy proceeded to drag toy after toy out of his room in frantic anticipation of his favorite playmate's return.

She phoned the insurance company and had A.J. placed back on the policy. Already she had taken other steps to plan for his return, including having a supply of Fruity Pebbles and M&M chocolate-chip cookies.

But one thing alone would make the homecoming of Sgt. Conrad special, and so after only a moment's hesitation because of the late hour of the scheduled arrival, Jennifer decided to bring to the reunion their baby boy. Brayden was born in April with A.J. Conrad's gunnery sergeant serving as the substitute breathing coach.

Dollinger, too, was glad to see his child.

"It feels great just to have her in my arms again," he said, holding Arianna.

The Dollingers might take a vacation soon. But there could be a problem.

"Brian doesn't want to go anywhere with sand," Sabina Dollinger said, grinning. "But I want to go to the beach."

Chicago Tribune, Monday, October 29, 2001, Page One

Homefront: An American journal 

Patriotism rises above all else

The American Indians of Pine Ridge, who know injustice well, saw it once more Sept. 11

PINE RIDGE, S.D.


The medicine man helps people here deal with what happened Sept. 11.

When terrorists attacked New York and suburban Washington, residents of this windswept American Indian reservation in southwestern South Dakota felt the shock waves, according to Richard Moose Camp, an Oglala Sioux spiritual leader who has led schoolchildren here in prayer for the families of the attack victims. 

"It has really been a topic around here, especially in the school," Moose Camp said. "It took a lot of folks by surprise, especially the children, that this could happen in the United States. The children ask a lot of questions: Is our freedom gone? Did we ever have freedom? 

"It's distant trauma, but it's still trauma."

Despite economic adversity and a government that has not always treated them fairly, the Native Americans of Pine Ridge Reservation have joined the battle against terrorism with unbridled patriotism.

"We look at it this way," said Garry Janis, an Oglala Sioux tribal council member at Pine Ridge. "There are two separate fights. What went on with the government is between us and the government. It's a fight going on for over 200 years, but it has nothing to do with the fight against terrorism. Our homeland has been attacked. ... After all, we are Americans."

Pine Ridge is the reservation where federal forces massacred some 300 residents at Wounded Knee Creek in 1890 and where organizers of the American Indian Movement held off federal agents in a 71-day standoff in 1973 that resulted in two deaths and 1,200 arrests.

Memories are long here, and there are those today who speak softly of old scores in the context of current events.

"The Americans are going to find out what historical trauma is," Moose Camp said.

Pine Ridge is one of the most impoverished areas in the United States, a place where the littered streets have no names and there are few businesses save for a Taco John's, a Pizza Hut and a Texaco. Median income is about $2,600, and unemployment hovers around 85 percent. Health care is hard to come by.

There is no industry, though the tribal council is trying to lure a clothing manufacturer from Tennessee.

Resolution of support

Even so, dozens of newly purchased American flags snap and rustle in the wind. Last week the Pine Ridge tribal council --13 men and five women--passed a resolution supporting the U.S. government in the fight against terrorism.

"I hope they just keep bombing 'em, that's what I hope," said Les Oldson, 40, whose uncle is a decorated Vietnam War veteran and whose grandfather fought in World War II.

Oldson grabbed his grandson, Trevor, and hoisted the 4-year-old into his arms. "This is going to be my little warrior. He's going to join the Army--aren't you?" Oldson said.

Paulette Red Feather, 33, lives in a three-bedroom house on the edge of town with her six children and her brother and his family, 12 people in all.

"My kids ask me questions," Red Feather said. "'Are we going to blow up?' they say."

Flag of lights

Red Feather said she reassures them by saying the U.S. military will protect them. She worked with other family members for two hours to string red, white and blue Christmas lights across a large piece of plywood. When they were finished it looked like an American flag, one that lights up at night.

It glows in Red Feather's front yard facing U.S. Highway 18.

"It looks so beautiful," she said. "I just pray every morning, hoping this flag protects me and my kids."

Amid the outpouring of patriotism, there still are nagging worries and uncertainties that come with life at Pine Ridge. Some worry that the federal government might divert crucial money to the military during a protracted war, taking it from schools and other programs.

"We really can't afford to have those things cut," said Janis, the tribal council member.

On Sept. 11, Janis was in Washington on tribal business and was scheduled to visit the Pentagon. His 14-year-old son, Colby, awakened his mother that morning with news of the attack.

"They bombed the Pentagon," the boy said.

Pam Janis said she waited anxiously for two hours before hearing from her husband as friends and neighbors streamed to their little gray house to offer moral support and ask whether she had any news.

"It could have hit us," she said. "It did hit us."

Last Sunday, Janis attended services at Pine Ridge's Episcopal Mission of the Holy Cross Church, a little white building with red carpet, stained-glass windows and bare light bulbs in the wall sconces.

Rev. Ben Tyon held up a brochure during weekly announcements containing information about what Episcopalians had done to help in the aftermath of the attacks.

Overhead fluorescent lighting buzzed as the pastor and his wife, Agnes, alternately addressed the small congregation and led everyone in prayers. "We may never see the justice for which we ask," Agnes Tyon said, "and that is God's business.

"When we can leave it in God's hands, each and every one of us is free to move on to a life of freedom and forgiveness.

"Amen."
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Chicago’s Picasso hits the Big Three-Oh

But it’s far from over the hill


Outside the Daley Center, carillon hymns from the First United Methodist Church Chicago Temple pealed forth over emptying streets. Inside the center, Von Freeman blew a jazz tune to a standing-room-only crowd celebrating a birthday: that of the city's renowned and enigmatic Picasso sculpture.

The mystery of art eclipses the mystery of faith here at the corner of Washington and Clark Streets, where the city's tallest church stands face to face with its most inscrutable sculpture. 

Thirty years after the five-story Picasso was unveiled to a stunned silence in Daley Center Plaza, Chicagoans still do not know what to make of it. But there is a difference now: They like it.

"This has become to our city what Big Ben is to London and the Eiffel Tower is to Paris: A symbol of Chicago," Mayor Richard M. Daley told those assembled at the birthday celebration.

"I love to see people from all over out here taking pictures and trying to figure out what it is--and why they put it here," Tracey DeRosa said Thursday afternoon as she watched her son Brandon slide down the sculpture's low, sloping front.

When DeRosa was born 30 years ago at St. Joseph Hospital in Chicago, she weighed 5 pounds, one ounce. "It's a girl," the doctor said. When the Picasso was unveiled 30 years ago, stunned onlookers saw before them a 162-ton Cor-Ten steel structure--and nobody could say what it was.

But the mystery of the Picasso has evolved into its most appealing quality, said Rose Farina, manager of Daley Center events for the Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs.

"I'd like to think it's the phoenix," Farina said, "rising out of the ashes of the Chicago Fire."

At the Picasso's birthday party Thursday evening at the Daley Center, master of ceremonies Terri Hemmert of WXRT-FM pronounced the sculpture to be a woman's head. It was a piece of news that elicited little response from the crowd.

But jazz artist Kurt Elling drew appreciative applause moments later when he said: "That ain't no lady. That's the Picasso."

"Here," Studs Terkel told those assembled, "is a statue that can be whatever you want it to be.

"It's yours."

Said Daley: "Thirty years ago, when people first saw the sculpture, they said 'What is it?' I think they're saying the same thing today."

Just as the sculpture still has the city off balance and guessing, the weather did the same. Fearing rain, organizers moved Thursday's festivities inside--only to watch the clouds break and the sun come out.

Outside, the sculpture sat distant and alone, its back to the crowd inside.

It had been different at lunchtime. At noon Thursday, as on every day, workers spilled out of the surrounding office towers and businesses to pass their lunch hours on the plaza.

Two jurors on lunch break from a trial in the Daley Center sat in the shadow of another mystery.

"I thought it was a bird, but some say it's a lady," said Gladys Daniels, 65, of the South Side. "I just know I like it. I think it gives the city more class."

Fellow juror Priscilla Brown, 56, also a resident of the South Side, proclaimed the sculpture beautiful.

"It says something for everybody," she said, pulling french fries one-by-one out of a McDonald's bag. "You look at it one minute and it looks like one thing. Then the next minute you think it's something else.

"I think it looks like an angel or something."

Catherine Pelech, who grew up in Chicago and returned a year ago after living in California for 10 years, said she thinks the city has grown into the sculpture.

"I remember my father wondering what the hell it was," Pelech said as she watched her 2-year-old son, Jake Stucki, slide down the sloped base.

Behind the sculpture, Leah Gauler, 30, ate a salad for lunch. Gauler, who works for the Illinois Arts Council, has no problem with skateboarders using part of the Picasso for a ramp.

"That's great," she said. "I think they like the sculpture. It's part of their lives."

Across the street, on the second floor of the church, Justine Casey, the senior pastor's secretary, glanced at the sculpture.

Casey thinks the Picasso is a horse's face--albeit not a very attractive one.

"I'm of Italian descent, so I find that very ugly," she said. "Show me the Sistine Chapel."

But co-worker Melba Rizzo, staff secretary and editor of the church newsletter, came to the sculpture's defense.

"I like its uniqueness," she said.

Rizzo, 70, grew up on a cotton and cattle farm in Texas, and the Picasso reminds her of the abandoned farm machinery she would see riding past failed farms as a girl.

Later, as DeRosa stood holding her toddler son, Brandon, the boy thought he saw an Indian.

"I thought it was a face," she said.

Thirty years has been time enough for DeRosa to marry, move to Florida, return to Chicago, take a job with the city's Department of Risk Management and have a son. But as of Thursday, she still hadn't figured out what Picasso had in mind when he dreamed up the hulking sculpture.

All around DeRosa and the sculpture, the city buzzed..

On the street, cabbies blew their horns, a No. 62 bus squealed to a halt and a siren wailed. An emergency unit from the Chicago Fire Department came to a stop where a woman had been struck by a red-and-white Bronco.

Paramedics put the woman's neck in a brace and hauled her away.

As the scene was clearing, a couple stood on the corner of Dearborn and Washington waiting to cross headed east. They spoke to each other in Spanish. The only word a passerby could understand:

Picasso.
 
Chicago's landmark sculpture remains a puzzler to most, but we have come to love it as our symbol of culture.
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For Mullen, it’s peace at last

Jury convicts gunman who shot and paralyzed the Chicago cop

As the verdicts were read Tuesday night, Athena Mullen buried her face in her father-in-law's shoulder. Then she rose quietly, walked out of Courtroom 502 before anyone else and-- alone in a dim corner of the Cook County Criminal Courts Building--called her husband, Jim Mullen, with the news:

A jury had found George Guirsch guilty of attempted murder in the 1996 shooting that had left Mullen paralyzed from the neck down and ended his career as a Chicago police officer. 

"We're pleased with the state's attorney's office," said Athena Mullen, also a Chicago police officer. "They did a wonderful job."

The jury of six men and six women deliberated for 2 1/2 hours. They found Guirsch, 62, guilty of three counts of attempting to murder a police officer, each of which carries no less than a 20-year prison sentence. Guirsch also was found guilty of aggravated battery and armed violence.

Waiting for the verdict felt like waiting all those days at the hospital a year and a half ago for the surgery that would save her husband, Athena Mullen said.

Through his wife, Mullen said in a phone call after the trial that he was happy with the verdict--but his words, relayed by Athena, were halting as he worked to breathe on his respirator.

"He's very happy," Athena said, pausing and listening, then quoting her husband, that "the jurors saw through his defense. And that, uh . . . justice has been served--as much as it can be--even though I'll never be able to walk or hold my child again.' "

Jurors declined to comment Tuesday night.

Guirsch never denied shooting Mullen on Oct. 16, 1996. But the defendant testified that he hadn't known Mullen was a police officer. At issue in the trial was whether police properly identified themselves when they knocked on Guirsch's door investigating a neighbor's complaint of gunshots in the area. Only one was in uniform.

"Police officers really are unique people, because when the rest of us are running away, they are running toward the dangerous unknown," Assistant State's Atty. Colleen Hyland said Tuesday in her closing argument in the case. "And every day their prayer is they don't have happen to them what happened to Jim Mullen."

As Hyland addressed jurors, Guirsch's revolver lay on the prosecution table, its cylinder open.

The officers testified that they shouted through Guirsch's door as they knocked that they were police. "He knew exactly who was at his door that evening, and he knew why," Hyland told jurors.

But Guirsch, who had gone to bed early that night and was awakened by the pounding on his door, testified he thought the shadowy figures outside his door were intruders and that his life was in danger.

"This wouldn't have happened had they done their jobs," defense attorney William Ward said of police in his closing argument. "If they'd only said who they were, this man would never have shot them."

Chicago Police Detective Edward Louis, seated in the third row, lowered his head and shook it as Ward delivered his closing argument.

Other police officers, detectives and members of the state's attorney's office sat shoulder-to-shoulder in the rows behind Mullen's family. A handful of people stood along the walls.

Ward, whose face shone with sweat during his animated closing argument, was angry after the verdict. He said that Judge Michael Bolan should have allowed jurors the option of finding that Guirsch had acted in self-defense.

"I think the judge was wrong," he said. "Without that (option), the jurors had no choice but to find him guilty."

The shooting occurred outside Guirsch's apartment at 1404 W. Estes Ave. Prosecutors argued that Guirsch held a grudge against police because he hadn't been able to get anyone to answer when he called two days earlier to report what he thought was an attempted break-in at his apartment.

Prosecutors suggested that a vengeful Guirsch had lured officers into a trap the night of the shooting by firing gunshots out his window so they would come to his apartment.

A neighbor's 911 call brought police to his door. But Guirsch denied shooting his gun before police arrived, and no physical evidence ever was presented that he had fired his gun before police arrived.

When Guirsch opened the door and the officers saw he had a gun, they scattered quickly without announcing they were police.

Then, Guirsch testified, he raised his blue-steel revolver from the hip and shot at Mullen because the big man with wavy, brown hair was "a more readily available target."

During five days of testimony, the chaos surrounding Mullen's shooting was played out over

and over amid the decorum of a West Side courtroom.

Mullen, who was in court last week only long enough to testify, did not attend the final day of the trial. Confined to a wheelchair and hooked to a respirator, he is not easily transported to the courtroom from his home in Rogers Park.

After the verdicts were in, Athena Mullen told reporters that Jim is now slated for a surgical procedure during which a pacemaker would be implanted to allow him to breathe on his own again.

The surgery is set for next month at Northwestern Memorial Hospital, she said.

"I'm so happy it's over," his mother, Audre Mullen, said. "At least it helps us accept what happened."

The fallen officer's mother clutched a tissue. But it wasn't until the last day of the weeklong trial that the emotion so far lacking from this highly charged case began to seep in. The verdicts brought tears to the eyes of Mullen's partner, Officer Steve Czablewski, who was with Mullen when he was shot.

"I'm happy with the verdict," he said, his eyes red. "The main thing is for Jimmy now, with his rehabilitation, to go on and get better."

Guirsch, a gray-haired man with thick glasses, had no prior police record. Tuesday night, he listened impassively as the jurors' verdicts were read in court.

"There's not a person in this courtroom who wouldn't recognize those officers to be police officers," Hyland had said in closing arguments.

"Not one of us would mistake them for intruders. They were conspicuously dressed as police officers. One was in full uniform. And the other officers had the uniform of the '90s on."
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Tiny Muddy resists move to stamp out town’s post office

Kathy Rowlen keeps time moving in this forgotten old coal town. Early each morning, Rowlen sits alone in the shadows in the tiny U.S. Post Office at Muddy and sets about the delicate work of changing the date on the stamp used to postmark the mail.

"MUDDY, IL, Feb. 18," it read one day recently. 

"AM;

"1998;

"62965."

Nobody around here knows what the final date on Rowlen's stamp will be, but many are worried that it might come soon. The U.S. Postal Service is considering closing the post office--a process that could take anywhere from one to four years--and a lot of residents aren't happy about the thought of losing it.

"It would be a shame," said Roger Mahan, a psychologist whose every piece of mail is a love letter to the post office; though Mahan lives in nearby Harrisburg, he uses the Muddy station just so his mail will bear that postmark.

"It's the last remnant of a town," he said. "That's the only thing left."

This is how a small town dies, with a ZIP code for an epitaph. For almost 50 years, the stories of people's lives have funneled through this tiny building at the corner of Maple and Public Streets. On a drizzly winter day, contract carrier Ken Erickson hands Rowlen a burlap bag of mail from the Harrisburg post office with postmarks from such cities as Carbondale, Ill., Nashville, Tenn., and Wilmington, Del.

But how much longer will there be a Muddy? Under the Postal Service's proposal, the 62965 ZIP code would be eliminated--and so, too, the town, residents say.

"Small towns have life cycles just like living, breathing organisms," said Henry Moon, dean of University College at the University of Toledo and an expert in the sociology and dynamics of small towns.

The Muddy post office, a tiny, clapboard shack with a red door and a moss-covered roof, is thought to be the nation's second-smallest post office. "I've seen outhouses that are bigger," said Carl Fleming, who has worked for 13 years at the Chrysler-Ford dealership across the highway from Muddy proper. Rowlen needs only four swipes of the mop to clean the floor after raising the flag outside each morning. Still, the post office looms large. It gives the town an identity, residents say.

"People have memories they hold on to, and if you take away the memories, there's nothing left," Mahan said.

Moon has seen this kind of thing before. "It's just the pure symbolism of a post office," he said. "I remember a little town in Virginia lost its post office, and holy mackerel--it was a much bigger deal in symbolism than in effect."

The Muddy post office, on the verge of joining the more than 1,370 other post offices, stations and branches that have closed nationwide since 1993, saw its postmaster, Barbara Kassner, retire at the end of last May after 23 years on the job--one of the changes that prompts the Postal Service to re-evaluate whether to keep a station. Other events that trigger a review include loss of a lease or a natural disaster that destroys a post office, said Larry Lankheit, manager of post office operations for Southern Illinois.

Most of the closures have been in small towns, said John Molinarolo, village administrator of Muddy. "Small communities had better arm themselves with as much information and as much background as they can to prevent this happening to them," he said.

Just up the road, the post office in Karbers Ridge also faces extinction. Postmaster Golden Rogers retired in December. Officer-in-charge Garnetta Harrison is on the job now. She ordered supplies last week: paper towels, garbage bags.

"Hopefully I'm going to need them," she said.

The Postal Service will decide that--based on the usual considerations, Lankheit said. Does the post office provide more effective service than a carrier working out of Harrisburg? Can money be saved? What will be the effect on the community?

"An issue you have to look at is how small does an office have to get before you finally say it's too small to keep open?" Lankheit said. "I don't suppose there is any clear and concise answer to that.

"(But) we get no tax dollars to pay our expenses. So you have to say, 'Where can I save a dollar?' And is it fair to the American people to continue to keep small post offices open when maybe their usefulness has expired? When maybe the postmaster sits there all day with an hour of work or so to do.

"Private industry would never allow that to happen."

In Muddy each morning, Rowlen--Kassner's daughter and the officer-in-charge until the future of the post office is decided--takes in a handful of letters from the blue mailbox outside the post office. Many days she is finished sorting, stamping and putting mail in the 42 post-office boxes by 7:45 a.m.

But many residents say the closing of the post office would take away the only place where they might run into each other daily--"That's their barber shop, their church, their school, their bar," Mahan said.

"It's a gathering place, where we can find out if a neighbor's sick," said John C. Craig, a retired farmer. "When somebody in town dies, it's where we take up a collection for flowers and food."

The only sign of life on a winter morning is the post office. Muddy, a village of two square miles and about 100 people, has little left save for a Baptist church, a town hall and a Days Inn. An abandoned tipple from the days when this was a booming coal town still towers ghostly above the lonely flat landscape. The old general store sits boarded up next door. And the park that was the site of the old school is fenced off like a graveyard.

The decline of Muddy, which started when the mines flooded and closed in the late 1930s, has followed a common pattern, Moon said. "What happens to towns and cities over time is the government owns more and more of the town, so that when the government pulls out, it leaves a great hole," he said.

That won't happen without a fight, though, Molinarolo said.

"We need to have the identity of the Muddy Post Office, and we're going to do whatever we can to see that we keep the post office," he said. "We may lose. But . . ." He paused and laughed.

"There will be a fight . . . It's the Alamo. And I think people will come at it with the same conviction."

Lankheit is miffed at the reaction he has gotten from those he used to call his neighbors. At a town meeting Feb. 9 attended by dozens of county residents, those who opposed closing the post office were vocal and sometimes confrontational.

"They said it's a community meeting place," Lankheit said. "But it's not big enough to meet inside of."

It isn't just sentimental, this attachment Muddy residents feel for their post office. They say it's convenient. Parking isn't as easy in Harrisburg--not to mention it's a two-mile drive. Picking up their mail instead of having it delivered gives Muddy residents access to checks and other timely mail early in the morning.

And the post office is Muddy's best tourist attraction.

"You'd be surprised how many times I come here on a Saturday evening to pick up mail and people from other towns and states will be here waiting, wanting to come in and look," Erickson said.

Rowlen has received about a dozen stamped, self-addressed postcards in the mail from people around the country who want the Muddy postmark for a souvenir.

But weekdays are spent tending to the regulars: a steady stream of Muddy residents who pick up their mail from the woman who knows their names on sight.
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Homefront: An American journal 

More visitors heed the call of patriotism

In wake of attacks, park officials at Mt. Rushmore are taking measure to protect the monument

KEYSTONE, S.D.



As Mt. Rushmore marks the 60th anniversary of its completion this week, the memorial has become a focal point for the swell of patriotism that has followed the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks on the United States.

The change is seen in people like Peggy Smith, 52, of Sunrise Beach, Mo., who visited the memorial last week as part of a pilgrimage she said was inspired by the attacks. "I'm ashamed it took me this long to become outwardly patriotic," said Smith, who visited the park with her 31-year-old daughter, Teresa Sample. 

Even with tourism down nationwide and many would-be travelers worried about the possibility of more terrorism, the number of visitors to Mt. Rushmore was up by more than 9 percent in September after a below-average summer, Chief Ranger Mike Pflaum said.

The sputtering economy and the fear of flying that followed the attacks have not deterred those who would journey to Mt. Rushmore, a park that averages 2.6 million visitors a year, a large number considering its distance from a city. Most visitors come by car, from cities and towns within a couple of days' drive.

Though the park was closed immediately after the attacks and was not illuminated as usual that night--"We didn't want to make it stick out," Ranger Don Hart said--visitors gravitated to it after it reopened Sept. 12.

Under the New York state flag that snaps along the Avenue of Flags, an impromptu shrine began to form; visitors left small American flags, flowers and teddy bears.

The park service left the items there awhile before clearing them away, Hart said.

"Since I've worked here, I've seen every human emotion imaginable. After Sept. 11, the mood was somber the first couple of days, and then the patriotism started. The mood definitely has changed," Hart said.

For Smith, this was the second visit to Rushmore. In 1985 she came in honor of her brother, Rick Campbell, 31, a specialist in the Air Force who had recently died in a crash.

But it was the first visit for Smith's daughter, Sample.

Smith, who wore a T-shirt with an eagle's head superimposed on an American flag, said the attack had changed her perspective and the prevailing mood in the Ozarks, where she and Sample live.

"It's still a lot more somber than it used to be," Smith said. "There's just an underlying--I don't want to say fear; I don't think we're all afraid--but a sort of gun-shy quality. And we're a little nicer to our neighbors."

The sense of compassion and community nationwide seems in evidence at Mt. Rushmore, where the voices of Smith and other Americans can be heard as strangers from far-flung places talk to one another.

Presiding over them all are the enormous images of four presidents that were chiseled into the granite of the mountain by workers under the direction of sculptor Gutzon Borglum.

Park officials worry that the symbolism of the site has not been lost on those targeting the U.S.

Pflaum said they have stepped up security and staffing to guard against a possible attack.

"When I started this career in 1993, I was expecting campgrounds and campfires," said Hart, who occasionally serves as a tour guide for visitors he meets on patrol. "To end up . . . on the front line with terrorism involved is not something I had imagined."

Park officials have weathered more than their share of bomb threats and other security risks, even before Sept. 11.

In the 1970s, Native American groups twice took over the mountain to protest their plight, and once an explosive device blew out the front windows of the visitor center. In the 1980s, representatives of Greenpeace tried to unfurl a banner that read, "We, The People, Say No To Acid Rain," over the presidents' faces before rangers stopped them.

"It's a world-recognized symbol of our nation, and someone who's interested in getting a cause out there might choose Mt. Rushmore as a way to get on CNN," Pflaum said.

Hart, a former deputy sheriff and vocational agriculture instructor who grew up on a Missouri cattle farm in the Ozarks, says his wife and children worry about him more than they used to when he goes to work each morning.

"Since Sept. 11, things have been a little different," he said. "I have two kids, a girl who's 14 and a boy who's 12, and they're a little more inquisitive than they used to be. Now it's 'What's going on, what happened today?'

"It used to be, 'Did you see any goats or deer?'"
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City of New Orelans rolls on despite tragedy

In wake of attacks, park officials at Mt. Rushmore are taking measure to protect the monument

On the long trip south from Chicago that began Thursday night and rumbled into a new morning and afternoon, passengers watched highways give way to dirt roads, saw swamps here and grain elevators there, saw the sun rising red over an old, abandoned school bus in rural Tennessee and watched egrets winging like punctuation marks over the Mississippi Delta.
 
   They also saw a more disturbing piece of scenery: the wreck of the No. 59, Amtrak's City of New Orleans train that crashed and burned Monday night after colliding with a steel-hauling truck trying to make its way across the McKnight Road crossing north of Kankakee."It was all pretty shadowy and eerie," said Sue Steele of Chicago, who looked up from her plate in the dining car and craned to see as the City of New Orleans that left Union Station on Thursday night slowed to a careful crawl past the scene of Monday's derailment.
 
   Here along these tracks of heartbreak and hope that once served as a lifeline for the blues and a route for the Great Migration of Southern blacks headed north to seek freedom and work in Chicago, the earth remained scarred and a television crew's lights gave a ghastly glow to the machinery of tragedy.
 
   But for most who walked through Gate B, Track 19, at Chicago's Union Station at 8 p.m. Thursday--many of them first-time train passengers--the thought of retracing a route that had proved fatal for another southbound City of New Orleans train three nights before was not a cause for worry. There was curiosity and reflection but little concern, even on a train full of passengers afraid to fly.
 
   Though Helen Whitfield willed herself to stay awake so she could see the site of the wreck, Virginia Fiedler read bedtime stories to her 5-year-old daughter, Kathryn, as it approached. And Linda Trotter played `fish' with her daughter, Misha, the blinds drawn on the window above their coach-class seats. Earlier, she had been one of several passengers to broach the topic of the crash while waiting to board the train.
 
   Monday's train crashed north of Kankakee about 9:30 p.m. But Thursday's 14-car train made it to the other side of midnight and on into morning--safely past the crossing that had doomed its predecessor and 11 passengers.
 
   Thursday night, nine vehicles sat at the crossing awaiting the passage of the second City of New Orleans train to run since the crash. At the front of the line was a steel-hauling truck.
 
   On the train sat 70-year-old Jack R. Gardner Sr., who had been visiting his grandchildren in California and had thought for a time of taking the Monday night train back home to Arkansas.
 
   "I figured out I could get the fare cheaper if I waited," said Gardner, who spent the wee hours reading Stephen King and jotting poetry on the clothlike paper on the headrests. "Dodge a bullet again."
 
   He added brashly, "I've ridden this son of a bitch since Jimmy Carter put it in business. I don't fly anymore."
 
   Steele, too, a first-time train passenger traveling with her three young children, hesitated to see any link with her own fate. "If I had to travel the day after the accident, that would have been a tough decision to make," she said, "although I was hoping they would give us free alcohol or Valium."
 
   Marge Gardner of Minnesota-- no relation to Jack--was traveling with her twin 10-year-old daughters. She said she took the extra precaution of reading all the safety brochures in the train. But she, too, was calm.
 
   "We listened to the news and they were saying they're pretty sure it's not Amtrak's fault," she said.
 
   Fiedler, a professor of dermatology at the University of Illinois, was on her way to a meeting with other professors in New Orleans. She had decided to take a train so she could have time with her daughter. "I'm so busy anyway, it's a way she and I can have some quiet time together," Fiedler said. "No phones, no interruptions, no emergencies."
 
   As for the crash, she reflected, "You take a chance when you get in a car, you take a chance when you get in an airplane. We are all here hanging by a thread."
 
   As the train rocked into the night, passengers quickly settled in. Many fell asleep. Jack Gardner sat reading beneath a light that shone only on his face, the one thing illuminated in his car. About eight or 10 people settled into seats in the observation car or in the lounge.
 
   John Griffin, 61, a forklift operator and native of McComb, Miss., was going to his sister's wedding. Forty-five years ago, he had gone north to take work with his cousin in Chicago: "They told me there were bright lights."
 
   Now, he fell asleep in a chair beneath a television.
 
   Through most of the night, the scenery dwindled to a few, distant points of light so that it was hard to tell which way the train was going.
 
   "Trains go where the living and the quick don't go very often," Jack Gardner said. "It's called desolation. I like to be alone when I write, and when I'm sitting on a train sometimes I do my best stuff."
 
   If Monday's train had made it through that crossing, the journey would have continued past Kankakee, through all 18 stops.
 
   A little after 11 the train pulled into Mattoon, then, about 20 miles to midnight, into Effingham, then Centralia--hardly any way to tell which was which except to look at a schedule card. If it's 1:30, it must be Carbondale.
 
   It was about 125 miles from morning when the train made it to Fulton, Ky., and the sun was up strong by the time it hit Memphis, which normally is the town for sunrise. They were running late. Near the city limits, the train runs past a graveyard for old oil-station signs and then sails over Beale Street. There are junkyards and mobile homes and vast expanses of lonely flat landscape.
 
   Still to go: Yazoo City, Miss.; Jackson; and a few other stops. Then on to New Orleans.
 
   These were the sights and sounds of an icon called the City of New Orleans, a train that carried more than 100 passengers Friday.
 
   Like Monday's train, Thursday's run of the City of New Orleans bound together for one long ride through one dark night a range of people who likely will never see one another again.
 
   Within arm's reach of each other in the lounge were Joanne Mullican, Suzanne Teske, Alia McCoy and Sharon Hauk-- strangers all. Mullican was weeping for the father she had lost to cancer several days before, while Teske ate a pastry and talked to her mother in Centralia on a cell phone.
 
   Teske, 28, was on her way to see her mom. "They're saying like 1 o'clock now," she said into the phone. "OK. OK. OK. M'bye."
 
   Mullican was telling Hauk--on her way to New Orleans from Illinois because an old friend had committed suicide--about her father, Joe Prather. Mullican had given up her job and moved to Illinois from Memphis less than a week before so she could care for him in Minnesota.
 
   But now Mullican's belongings were packed once again for the move back home to Memphis. She clutched a gin and tonic and wept through the night, holding a program from her father's funeral. Inside was a verse by an unknown author that ends with the line: "Think of waking up and finding you're home."
 
   If only Mullican could have slept. It was 12:45 a.m.
 
   "My dad shouldn't have died. Not that day," she said.
 
   McCoy, 18, was moving to Clarksville, Miss., from San Francisco. She had work waiting for her at a gym, as an instructor of kickboxing and belly dancing. "It's time for a change," she said. McCoy said she had been watching the landscape for signs of the crash site but thought she had missed it. "I can't see anything except for the occasional train signal," she said.
 
   In Cabins 7 and 8, their images reflected ghostly in the windows, 80-year-old Rich Sundberg and 68-year-old Harold McCarron had sat across from each other talking about the crash before the train left the station. McCarron, a recent widower, was traveling to New Orleans because he wanted to, he said. He is teaching and working toward a doctorate at Illinois Institute of Technology. That night he sat in his sleeper cabin reading the textbook "Homogenous Catalysis."
 
   Kansas City-area farmer Karl Klussman chose train travel over air because he thinks it is safer. "Used to it didn't bother me," Klussman said of flying. "Now I feel funny if I just get up on a ladder."
 
   His wife, Erna, said: "You're not safe anywhere. I figure God will take care of us." The Klussmans were on their way to New Orleans to visit their son, using tickets he had sent them in February.
 
   Crew member T.J. Tobies of New Orleans talked about the crash almost nonchalantly with passengers, telling them one of his friends had been on that run. She got bruised up, he said. Tobies was off that day. "But my pager like to exploded," he said.
 
   In the morning, on Friday, Helen Whitfield read Psalm 74, Mullican climbed down at Memphis looking tired, and the No. 59 continued South, delivering a grateful Jack Gardner from winter and safely into the soft breezes of an already warm and lush New Orleans.

San Antonio Express-News

(column also ran on front page of Lexington Herald-Leader)
Elegy for Flight 5191

How do you make sense of the senseless? My heartbroken hometown is finding out

LEXINGTON, Ky.

So many numbers, none adding up.

Flight 5191. Runway 22 or 26.

One wrong turn and 49 people dead.

But why?

Tragedy never makes sense. Last Sunday the people of Lexington discovered it makes even less sense up close. Just before dawn a Comair jet needing 5,000 feet to get safely off the ground turned onto the 3,500-foot Runway 26 and attempted a takeoff that ended in a fiery crash, killing all but one of the people on board.

Of the many questions that followed, the most wrenching for Lexingtonians was the first:

Was anyone I know on that plane?

In a town like Lexington you have to think so, Keith Madison says. So, on Sunday morning, as he drove with his wife to church after hearing about the crash on the radio while shaving, he figured worse news was in store.

At church, the Madisons and their fellow parishioners said a prayer for Flight 5191.

What happened on a farm west of downtown Lexington couldn't have been more at odds with the normal rhythms of the city where I grew up. Few things are as peaceful as a Sunday morning in Fayette County or as idyllic as the scenery along Versailles Road near Keeneland Race Course.

All that was shattered by the worst American plane crash since 2001, a communal event of historic proportions in Lexington, a town of 260,000.

Ordinarily a takeoff from this small, two-runway airport surrounded by horse country can be uncommonly serene as airline travel goes. In July, I flew out of Lexington back to San Antonio after going home for the first time in years. I looked down wistfully at the picturesque landscape: the red roofs of Calumet Farm, the blue-green grass, the white fences. God, I missed this place.

As my plane angled into the sky off Runway 22, I grew quiet and reflective, as I do almost every time I fly.

So I wonder now: What was going on in the minds of those on Flight 5191? Surrounded by darkness, with a light rain streaming down the windows of the plane as it taxied toward the runway, some passengers probably laid their heads back.

Others, such as the newlyweds married less than 12 hours earlier, might have been too wired.

The outdoor wedding ceremony of Jonathan Hooker and Scarlett Parsley the evening before had included a hymn called It Is Well with My Soul -- its lyrics written by a 19th-century businessman named Horatio Gates Spafford after he and his wife lost their four daughters in a shipwreck.

When peace, like a river, attendeth my way,
When sorrows like sea billows roll;
Whatever my lot, Thou has taught me to say,
It is well, it is well, with my soul.

Among those at the wedding was Madison, the retired head baseball coach at the University of Kentucky. Hooker had played at UK under Madison from 1998 to 2001. "Hook" was a relief pitcher, a closer with a split-finger fastball that darted like a minnow and carried him to a brief minor league career. Now all those box scores were behind him, life's joys having become harder to quantify but potentially much greater.

At 6:30 p.m. the ceremony started. The hot, hazy day was cooling, and a light breeze blew.

Hooker and Parsley, who had grown up together in London, Ky., exchanged vows in the shade of 100-year-old oak and ash trees and listened to a toast about never going to bed mad -- something Madison couldn't imagine happening, the way Jon and Scarlett were grinning at each other.

And then, 12 hours later, the death and parting they had mentioned, probably without thinking as they said their vows, was upon them, reducing them to statistics.

It's funny about numbers: They're at once exact and abstract. As statistics, people cease to seem real. It isn't clear who loved whom or why or for how long or whether any of that even matters anymore.

In an age of war and hurricanes and terrorism, death's score desensitizes us until a plane wobbles off Runway 26 and explodes in our own back yard. And then we know.

Late last Sunday morning, Madison finally got the news he half expected: He did know somebody on the plane. An old teammate of Hooker's called the coach on his cell phone as Madison was sitting down to lunch at home with his wife. Madison could hear the anguish coming over the phone. Hooker had been one of his most popular players, invariably the first out of the dugout to congratulate teammates crossing the plate with a run. The mourning had begun.

But by then newer crises were supplanting the crash in the national news. Within hours the Lexington tragedy was one-upped on Internet sites by a death toll from Iraq: 50 people killed.

And then some national news outlets stopped mentioning the crash altogether, Madison noted.

"It was all Katrina and JonBenet," he said. "It was like they had moved on to a different story. But people here in Lexington were still grieving."

My hometown had a broken heart. So did I. Once the life stories of victims began to surface, rescuing them from being a mere statistic, I began to feel the grief long-distance.

Looking at a photo of Hooker with his ruddy cheeks and Cupid's-bow mouth, I felt sad for the death of a man I'd never known.

I thought about the boyhood dreams Hooker had abandoned on an obscure ball field and the doomed love he had sealed with a kiss beneath his bride's veil. His marriage didn't last long enough for him to see sunrise with his wife. What of that survives?

I wondered as I sat with my wife and our two boys in an ice cream parlor Sunday -- a day all those people in Lexington never would finish. The gooey smiles of my sons would stick in my memory, which is the way it should be. What we hold in our hearts is forever.

We keep those on Flight 5191 alive by walking through the wonderful, messy world they departed -- choosing day by day to be defined not by numbers but by moments: eating ice cream on a summer evening; bringing a fastball high and hard; dancing the first dance of the rest of our lives in the fading August light.

San Antonio Express-News, Wednesday, May 2, 2001
Straight and smooth

Legendary bourbon is seeing a resurgence in popularity, and not just on Derby Day


The Kentucky Derby is a distillation of what Americans want most from major sporting events. Lasting only two minutes, Churchill Downs' Eighth Race of the day on the first Saturday in May has no timeouts, no relief pitchers strolling in from the bullpen, no commercial breaks, no halftime show, no wardrobe malfunctions and no posturing egomaniacs.
If you like your excitement watered down, watch the Super Bowl. The Derby, run in the lengthening late-afternoon shadows of a spring day in Louisville, is Kentucky straight, a rush of blood to the head.
It seems natural, then, that the Derby is so closely associated with Kentucky's other distilled jolt. Kentucky straight bourbon whiskey, the foundation of the Derby's signature drink, the Mint Julep, is sure to be on as many lips at post time Saturday as the name of early favorite Nobiz like Shobiz.

But bourbon isn't just for the first Saturday in May. Distillers such as Woodford Reserve's Dave Scheurich will stay busy satisfying America's renewed taste for whiskey long after the Derby ends and the lilies climbing the stone walls of Scheurich's distillery have lost their bloom.

In the distilled-spirits race, bourbon is, as a track announcer might say, moving up on the outside. Reversing a downturn that saw bourbon volumes decline by half between 1970 and 2000 -- a slide that put many companies out of business and brought about much consolidation -- bourbon volumes grew by 3.1 percent last year, according to David Ozgo, chief economist for the Distilled Spirits Council of the United States.

That might sound modest. But this year, virtually every company that produces American whiskey announced it is expanding production -- the first time that's happened since the 1950s, said Chuck Cowdery, maker of the documentary "Made and Bottled in Kentucky."

The rise of super-premiums, an industry classification comprising small-batch and single-barrel bourbons, deserves much of the credit. Small-batch bourbons grew by a remarkable 15 percent, Ozgo said.

Many of the small-batch brands now are available across the nation, and some are sold around the world. Though Buffalo Trace's flagship bourbon can be found in only four states, including Kentucky and parts of Texas, Woodford Reserve is in all 50 -- and more than 35 countries.

"It used to be if you went into a small, airport bar, the only thing you could get was Jim Beam or Jack Daniels," Cowdery said. "Now you'll always see Maker's Mark. Maker's is pretty much ubiquitous.

"And any bar worth its stripe is going to have not just Maker's Mark, but Knob Creek and Woodford Reserve and some of the others."

Bourbon owes its resurgence to a confluence of factors -- some evolutionary, others cyclical. Small-batch and single-barrel distillers are making better bourbon in more varieties, and that has coincided with a move toward more attractive packaging and smarter marketing. Consider the clean bottle lines of Woodford Reserve and 1792 Ridgemont Reserve and the dignified, post-modern minimalism of their labels. The similarity between the names and bottles of the two super-premiums led to a 2004 legal battle in a Louisville federal courtroom, during which a lawyer for Brown-Forman accused Barton Brands, which makes 1792, of poaching and said: "Packaging is part of the bourbon mystique."

"This is not your dad's bourbon," Buffalo Trace spokeswoman Angela Traver said last week

But the rediscovery of amber spirits after society's prolonged infatuation with clear spirits such as vodka might just be about inevitable cultural cycles, our tastes looping back around on themselves, said Mark H. Waymack, co-author of "The Book of Classic American Whiskeys."

Distillers have a new generation of drinkers. Those who once opted for beer and wine, sending the entire distilled-spirits industry into a tailspin, have rediscovered the taste of a cocktail, Ozgo said.

"The consumer today is fickle," he said. "He likes to try something new. A lot of people find something very elegant in mixing a cocktail and drinking it out of a martini glass."

Said Sheurich, "With small-batch bourbons, there's a little more panache, some more romance to it."

Small-batch bourbons are blended from the contents of select barrels whose place inside the warehouse enhanced the flavor of the bourbon inside. Single-barrel bourbons come from a single barrel rather than a blend of several barrels dumped together.

America's rediscovery of bourbon is especially good news in Kentucky. Thanks to history (early distillers moved just far enough west to escape the tax collector), natural resources (lots of corn and pure limestone-filtered water) and reputation ("People liked to see 'Kentucky' on the label and felt that's where bourbon should come from," Cowdery said), the Bluegrass State is the bourbon capital of the world.

All the world's bourbon by definition is made in the United States and almost all American bourbon is made in Kentucky. The spirit got its name in the 1700s, when it was being shipped for distribution almost exclusively from a port on the Ohio River at what was then Bourbon County, Kentucky.

The rising popularity of super-premium bourbons has left little free time for Scheurich and his staff of 11 at Brown-Forman Corp.'s tiny Woodford Reserve Distillery, built in 1812.

Located west of Lexington, the distillery sat abandoned for decades before shuddering back to life in 1996. Since then, Woodford Reserve has gone from making 3,000 cases in its first fiscal year to 100,000 cases last year, Scheurich said.

Buffalo Trace Distillery in Frankfort, Ky., has seen its small-batch flagship bourbon, introduced in 1999, fare similarly well. The distillery's product line comprises not only Buffalo Trace bourbon but also 12 other labels.

"Our goal is to have something that suits every consumer's taste," Traver said.

To bourbon lovers, the best whiskeys are as electrifying and velvety smooth as a memory of Secretariat. Bourbon is rich and complex, with hints of caramel and vanilla and maple and wood and fire that it picks up from aging in oak barrels. The Trappist monks down at Gethsemane in Nelson County, Kentucky, make heavenly bourbon fudge.

Waymack, a philosophy professor at Loyola University of Chicago who teaches applied ethics, keeps six brands of bourbon on hand because his scholarly and personal interests run to "aesthetics -- the good and the beautiful."

Buffalo Trace spokeswoman Traver would understand. On Saturday she might drink a mint julep. But she'll probably take it without the mint, sugar, water and ice, thank you very much.
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Sgt. McDonald’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.                                                                                                       
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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.

The Post-Crescent, December 2, 2007, Sunday

Of safe-deposit boxes and secrets

MADISON, Wis.

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."

The Post-Crescent,December, 16,  2007, Sunday

The man in the wheelchair

APPLETON, Wis.
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."
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Snowblower step to becoming Wisconsinite

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.
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Opera mystery 'revealed'

Seventh-graders' imagination on display in stories

If 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: 920-993-7104 or rkaiser@postcrescent.com
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A bit of ceremony, tears mark Neenah welcome for fallen Sgt. McDonald

Soldier makes his final trip home

MILWAUKEE

First 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 grew up, 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.

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 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.

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

On the way, 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 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.

In the funeral director's eye stood a tear.
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