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  “DON’T PROVOKE HIM.”

  Connie felt violated. She wanted to scream and shout and throw things at Wayne and hurt him—even though her face was already swollen, her cheeks purple and yellow, and her arms black and blue.

  But her brother’s advice echoed in Connie’s ears.

  Wayne was no longer on the edge, however. His violent moment had dissipated as quickly as it had erupted, like so many times before. To him this was just another spat. Soon he and Connie would make up and everything would be normal again.

  Connie felt trapped. In just a few savage minutes she had gone from worrying how she would ever survive without Wayne to the near certainty that she would never survive with him.
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  Author’s Note

  For twenty years I have worked in Chicago as a journalist for a wire service, newspaper, and two television stations. During that time I have covered dozens of stories involving domestic violence.

  Though domestic violence cases are covered constantly in the news, few journalists have had the opportunity not only to report but also to experience the fears and emotions of the men and women involved in these stories. I have, and perhaps this is the first book to ever truly tell both sides of the story.

  The writing of Prisoners of Fear has evoked far more emotions in me than any other story or TV miniseries with which I have dealt. The diaries, letters, and tape recordings of Wayne Chaney, and the personal diaries and letters of Connie Krauser Chaney, provide all of us with a rare window into Connie and Wayne’s true feelings over a three-year period. Wayne’s diaries, descriptive and filled with narration, reveal conversations he had, not just with Connie, but with others who were touched by their tragic lives. Having such access is a journalist’s dream. But, because of what happened to Connie, Wayne, and Max William Chaney, it is a nightmare as well.

  Upon publication of this book, Max William Chaney, the young son of Connie and Wayne, will be six years old. Members of the Krauser and Chaney families have offered their cooperation for the sake of helping Max to one day understand who his parents were, and why they are unable to be with him. It is Max who is the real victim of this story. Perhaps, when Max reads this book, he will come to understand that both his parents did what they believed to be “best for Max”—that they did, in fact, love him deeply.

  Through the Freedom of Information Act I was able to obtain criminal data both from trial and police reports. I have recreated dialogue in this book from the above, as well as from personal letters, diaries, and tape recordings made available through family members and friends. Those whose names have been changed are marked with an asterisk upon first introduction. Scenes reconstructed from physical evidence have been verified by police and medical experts as reasonable accounts of what has happened.

  While reading through court transcripts in this case, I was amazed to learn how little the divorce courts and criminal courts communicate. If judges would act immediately when there is an alleged violation of protective orders, rather than allowing the accused a thirty-day period in which to respond, and if men and women in such cases were immediately to be ordered psychiatric evaluation and counseling rather than being placed on a three-month waiting list to receive services, cases such as Connie Krauser Chaney’s might be prevented.

  But the purpose of this book is not to glorify or condemn any one person. It is to provide insight into the fears and feelings of people involved in domestic violence cases, and to examine what far too often, tragically, results in death.

  If there is anything good to be said about the Connie Krauser Chaney case, it is that the case has been instrumental in the passage of the stalking laws in Illinois, which have prevented violence in many cases.

  The author will donate a percentage of the proceeds from the publication of this book to counseling programs aimed at domestic violence. Groups that deal with domestic violence counseling are crucial for support and help to men and women like Wayne and Connie. It is my hope that Connie and Wayne Chaney’s story will encourage others to find the help they need in programs that deal with their pain of separation, so that tragic results may be prevented.


   

  I’m grateful that I am one of the fortunate ones to be able to have the opportunity to tell you all goodbye. Each and every one of you here has touched my life in one way or another. We all have memories of each other, some good and some not so good. I will always cherish our memories. I had some wonderful times. I want you all to know that they’re wonderful because of you. It is sad fact that someone could steal another’s life, yet it is really up to God to make that final decision.

  I want to break a minute to ask you all to take care of my baby. Nobody could touch a person’s life like a child, the whole world looks different through a child’s eyes. Please teach him to be confident, caring and moral. To know that he can accomplish whatever he wants. Protect him and love him. He was my life.

  —Connie Krauser Chaney,

  a farewell letter to her friends and family,

  July 13, 1991

  This book is dedicated to

  Max William Chaney
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  PROLOGUE

  Wayne Chaney sat in his brown Ford Galaxy, parked a few houses from the apartment building where his wife’s new lover lived. He had come by earlier to check it out. Now he knew where the door was, where the stairs were. He was waiting for Connie, his wife, to come to her lover. And when she did, he was going to shoot both of them, then he would take their three-year-old son, Max, and raise him properly, just as he had promised his grandfather.

  Wayne, a stockily-built man in his twenties, was armed with two revolvers and two shotguns. He was ready. He had already packed another car with sleeping bags, camping supplies, fishing gear, and cooking utensils. He’d parked the car at a friend’s house, and he would use it to get away. The brown Galaxy he had bought for this mission alone, and he had never told anyone about it

  He sat in his car, the revolver tucked into the belt of his faded jeans, with his t-shirt pulled over it. He knew he could wait for as long as it took. He also had to know who this Patrick Carlson* guy was. The image of Connie having sex with some other man was as painful as a tumor growing in his gut.

  *Asterisk denotes changed name.

  He thought about the promise he had made to his grandfather two years earlier. William Martin Jackson, “Gramps,” had been Wayne’s mentor, the one person who had always given Wayne unconditional love. “Raise Max right,” Gramps had said on their last visit, and Wayne had promised that he would. It had become an obsession with him. “Raise Max right.” The words often ran through his head like a mantra.

  And Max was not being raised right, Wayne thought now. Connie was sleeping with a man who was not Max’s father. Wayne was allowed to see Max only on certain days at times that Connie agreed to. No, this was not raising Max right. He wanted to do the things with Max that Gramps had done with him: hunting, fishing, learning to love the land. But how could he with another man living with Connie and Max.

  Now, sitting in the car, Wayne began to cry. In his mind he could see Gramps at the kitchen table, bouncing Max on his knee, just as he had once bounced Wayne on his knee.

  “He has the Jackson eyes and the Jackson grip,” Gramps had said. “He looks the way you did, Wayne.”

  As Gramps was leaving that day he had turned to Wayne and said, “Take good care of this boy. Promise me that you will raise him right. A part of me is in him.” The old man had kissed Max then, and handed the child back to Wayne.

  “I promise,” Wayne had said. “I’ll raise him right.”

  A few days later Gramps had died.

  And now, as Wayne sat in the car and waited for Connie and his son to arrive, he knew that keeping his promise to Gramps was all that mattered. His life with Connie was over. She had left him and filed for divorce. Now their love had turned bitter, and they fought over petty things just to jab at each other. He had sold his boat for three hundred dollars. He had sold the mobile home for four thousand dollars. In one day he had moved everything he owned out of his home and into his truck. He had thrown things away, he had given things away. Every item that he packed had been loaded with stinging memories of Connie and Max, and he had cried throughout. Most of all he had cried when he came upon the toys still left in Max’s play area. Neighbors and friends had helped, but nothing had eased his pain.

  Now, as he waited outside the apartment building, he felt like such a fool for sending Connie tapes and letters, trying to win her back. He wanted to let her know how much he was hurting, let her hear his feelings in his voice. Wayne felt that she must be feeling the same pain. But she had probably laughed at him. She and her lover. And then he became angry.

  Every time a car came down the block Wayne felt his body tense. This could be it. He was fed up. She’d been playing games with him, and all the time sleeping with some guy named Patrick. He would take his son.

  Wayne dozed off a few times, but woke up suddenly, alert. By midnight Connie had not shown up. Maybe the private detective he had hired had been wrong. Maybe this apartment was not the lover’s. Maybe this was the wrong address. As he became more sleepy, his rage began to subside. It could wait, he thought. Yes, she could wait a while longer and it would be all the sweeter. He pulled the pistol out of his waistband and put it back inside its carrying case, and zipped it up. He turned on the ignition and headed back to Des Plaines. He would rest before he would try again.
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  CHILDHOOD YEARS

  December 24, 1976

  Des Plaines, Illinois

  All her life Connie Krauser remembered fondly the Christmas seasons of her childhood. Each year when yuletide came to Des Plaines, Connie’s mother hung a huge evergreen and holly wreath on the front door. A magnificent Christmas tree was erected next to the fireplace in the living room by the large patio window and everybody took a hand in the decorating. The smell of baking cookies filled the air. Eggnog was poured, drinks were served, neighbors were greeted. Currier and Ives could hardly have painted a more wholesome picture than that of the Krausers celebrating the holiday.

  Connie’s mother, Cynthia, was a petite woman with a solid and dependable look about her, and she smiled almost always. Efficient and organized, she was a regular supermom who could drop one girl off at the school science fair, fill in for another mother at the Cub Scout meeting, pick up a baseball glove at the K-Mart, drop her son off at the ball field, and still have a hot supper on the table by five o’clock, and then take all the kids and all their friends to the beach the next day. To Cynthia a day off from work didn’t mean a day of soaking in a hot tub filled with bubble bath; it meant a day with her children.

  When the Christmas season of 1976 rolled around, Connie’s mother, then forty-eight, was still healthy and active, the undisputed queen of the Krauser household. The Krausers lived in a two-story house that smelled of lemon-scented furniture polish. Cynthia had filled her home with the antique redwood furniture that she adored, and she cared for the house as if it were a fifth child. Nothing made Cynthia happier than having all her family together on Christmas Eve.

  She had three girls. Connie’s sister, Christine, was the oldest, and the one who looked the most like Cynthia. By 1976 Christine was living on her own in Chicago and planning, like her mother, to wear nursing whites. Then there was Jane, six years younger than Christine. Jane looked more like her father, thin and tall, with short, jet-black hair. Less social than the others, she was inclined to bury her face in a novel, or close the door to her room and just sew for hours. And then there was Connie Rose, who, despite a typical and often painful shyness, could sometimes be as troublesome as Dennis the Menace.

  Even so, Connie was Cynthia’s baby, and her favorite. Connie’s hazel eyes shone through her brown oval glasses, although she thought they made her eyes seem as big as a frog’s. Connie was dressed that Christmas Eve in a lovely long red velvet dress, tied with a white ribbon at her waist. A large red bow pulled back her shoulder-length brown hair. She was accompanied by her dachshund, Peppy.

  Tom, Cynthia’s only boy, was seventeen then, a good-looking kid with wavy blond hair. He had an apparently average physique, but he was an accomplished wrestler, a star on the varsity team, and two times tough enough to make life unpleasant for anybody who treated his sisters poorly. Tom especially doted on Connie. The girl had quite a bit of tomboy in her, and, in the absence of a brother, that suited Tom just fine. He taught Connie how to wrestle and how to toss a football. “Spin it with the fingertips,” he would shout, and nobody was prouder than Tom when Connie was able to launch a perfect spiral pass.

  Christmas Eve was special to the family also because it was one time when they could be sure that Dad would be home. John Krauser, a tall and slender man who was quiet and introverted like Jane, worked for an airline in Chicago. But he was also an inveterate tinkerer who did electronics and TV repairs from his house. Both jobs kept him busy. Connie had learned that much of the time when her father was in the house, he wasn’t exactly “home,” and sometimes she thought it would be easier to get one of her mother’s redwood chairs to talk to her than to wring a few words from her father. But tonight John Krauser was with his family in body and spirit, lining his bottles of brandy and rum and eggnog and wine along the small counter in the kitchen. He would be the bartender; it was a Christmas tradition. He would greet the neighbors and fill their glasses with Christmas cheer. John and the girls had also laid out trays of homemade cookies and finger sandwiches. It promised to be a marvelous Christmas Eve.

  Donna Chaney arrived early that night, along with her second youngest son, Wayne. The Chaneys, however, were not there as guests, even though they lived only three blocks away. Donna was a local Avon lady, and Cynthia would buy perfumes and soaps from her to give as gifts. Wayne, a tall, husky boy with long sandy hair, was four years older than Connie. He had come along to help his mother deliver the order.

  As Wayne and his mother arrived, Connie was girlishly sliding across the newly buffed kitchen floor. When Wayne saw her he came into the kitchen. “Do you want to race?” he asked.

  “Yeah, sure,” she said. She grabbed a fresh-baked peanut butter cookie and stuffed it into her mouth. Then the two of them ran from the front hallway to the kitchen, stopping suddenly so they could slide across the floor. Wayne’s height and weight made him faster.

  “Two out of three,” Connie shouted.

  Back to the hallway they went. Then they ran. And when they hit the kitchen floor this time Connie spun out of control, and slid directly into a wall where some decorative holiday plates were hung. The impact sent one of the plates flying. Wayne reached out suddenly, grabbing the plate just before it shattered against Connie’s head. Then he rammed into Connie and another plate went flying, this one smashing to pieces on the floor.

  Cynthia rushed into the kitchen. “What on earth are you two doing?” she asked. Wayne and Connie, still stunned, were surrounded by the pieces of the shattered plate. Next Wayne’s mother came into the room.

  “Wayne Chaney!” she said. She shook her head, embarrassed by her son’s behavior. She turned to Cynthia. “I’ll pay for the plate,” she promised. She grabbed her son by the arm. “He’ll pay for it from his snow shoveling jobs.”

  Wayne, also embarrassed by the incident, rose slowly. He handed Cynthia the plate he had rescued. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Krauser,” he said. “It was my fault. I wanted to race with Connie.”

  Connie picked up her glasses and looked at Wayne. The accident was her fault more than his, yet he had taken the blame to protect her. She didn’t know why he would do that, but she knew that he had also saved her from a pretty good bump on the head. It was a moment she would remember for a long time.

  Too shy to utter anything to Wayne, she smiled at him to say thank you. He smiled back as his mother pushed him towards the door.

  The first of Connie’s friends to arrive that night was Tammy, who had been her best friend since kindergarten. The two girls were as close as twins and everybody knew that when you saw Connie, you wouldn’t have long to wait before you would see Tammy, with her long red pigtails bouncing off her shoulders and her freckled face. When Tammy arrived on Christmas Eve, Connie felt more secure, less dopey. Sometimes she felt as if Tammy were another part of her, and that without Tammy she was not complete. She knew that someday she would feel that way about a boy, but for now Tammy was the best.

  Cynthia put the girls to work distributing the Christmas presents that she and John had bought for the neighbors. Men got aftershave and tie clips. And the small, delicately wrapped packages for the ladies contained perfume, mostly Donna Chaney’s Avon products.

  “Donna Chaney’s perfumes might be here, but she won’t be,” Connie whispered to her friends. The girls giggled at the gossip, as Connie told Tammy about the plate incident with Wayne.

  The Chaneys were always excluded from the Krausers’ holiday celebration, mainly because the three Chaney boys were roughnecks, a bit too loud, and liable to break things.

  The guests kept coming. John Krauser always seemed to find another tray of cookies in the kitchen for them. Dishes of salad and homemade casseroles were laid out on the open dining room table. It was a happy time, a time for retelling the stories of the year that was ending. Connie’s mother recalled those sunny August days at the beach with the kids, and the smell of a Saturday morning “farmer’s breakfast” cooked over an open grill at the nearby forest preserve. “Eggs!” she exclaimed. “And bacon! And potatoes!” as if she were announcing the Cubs’ starting lineup. Just the sound of it made Connie reach for more cookies.

  It was, all in all, the kind of family Christmas we all yearn for, a singular moment of assembled friends, burning logs, and laughter that echoes through the hallways. Connie was happy that night. She lived in the embrace of a kind and forgiving world.

  The importance of this particular Christmas would come only with memory. Shadows were gathering around the girl, but she was happily unaware of them. Her beloved Tommy would be leaving for Georgia Tech in the fall on a wrestling scholarship. Her sister Chris would soon begin nurse’s training and be pulled even farther from the center of Connie’s life. And Connie didn’t know that already, after twenty-two years of marriage and almost as many as a dad, John Krauser had decided that he would leave the family. She didn’t know that she would be forced to do a lot of growing up in the coming months, that this Christmas Eve in 1976 she’d received her last few hours of sweetness and innocence.

  September, 1978

  After John Krauser filed for divorce and moved in with another woman, Cynthia Krauser did not condemn her husband. Instead, she blamed herself for the marriage going bad.

  “It’s my fault,” she told Connie one afternoon after school. “I was always busy with work, with the family. I didn’t leave enough time for John.”

  Cynthia, devastated by the breakup of her family, turned to alcohol. In the months that followed Connie watched helplessly as her mother freefell from the caring, loving person who would do anything for her kids, to a mother on whom Connie could not count on for the simplest things, such as a hot breakfast.

  One by one, Connie’s protectors—her father, Tom, Chris—disappeared from the house. Most of the time, even Jane wasn’t home. The once immaculate house became filthy and cluttered. The dog, neglected, ran wild. Clothes were unwashed. Meals were uncooked. Unopened mail littered the tables. It became agonizingly clear to Connie that she no longer mattered. Only one thing was important to her mother: the bottle.

  Her friends—Tammy, Jackie, and Cathy—stayed close to Connie, trying to comfort her. Often they would invite Connie over for dinner, and these were bittersweet evenings when Connie could laugh with someone else’s family, and pretend that her life had not turned horrible. But in the midst of things there would be a family comment, an endearing remark, even a friendly scolding, that would fill her with longing for the security of family that had been so suddenly taken from her.

  Several horrid incidents would stay with Connie for the rest of her life. One night her mother, drunk, crashed her El Dorado through the back wall of the garage and had to be taken to the hospital. Another time Connie discovered her mother had thrown all of Connie’s clothes into a garbage can. When Connie asked her why, Cynthia replied, “I didn’t want you to leave me.”

  Connie became enraged. She charged at her mother, clamped her hands around Cynthia’s small arms, and shook her violently. “I hate you,” Connie screamed. “I hate you. I hate you. You’re a drunk, that’s all you are, a drunk.”

  Soon after that incident, Cynthia fell asleep on the couch with a lit cigarette. Connie and Tammy found her surrounded by flames. They saved Cynthia that time with a garden hose, and again got her to a hospital. Cynthia went on a rehab program for a short time, but soon it looked once again as if she were bent on self-destruction.

  Not two months later, Connie and Jane discovered their mother, again unconscious, sprawled out on the bedroom floor by her redwood dresser. Cynthia was taken to the hospital and placed in intensive care, but this time her luck had run out. She had fallen and smashed her head. There had been a lot of internal bleeding, the doctors explained. This time Cynthia did not come back.
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  THE LOST YEARS

  October, 1979

  When Connie Krauser was fourteen she was a freshman at Maine West high school, and she was miserable. Her mother’s death had left her lonely and alienated. The house had been sold. The antiques and the beloved redwood furniture had been hauled away. And, most painfully, Connie had been separated from her friends. She and Jane had moved in with their father and his girlfriend on the other side of town. The arrangement made Connie heartsick. She felt that no one really wanted her.

  So she turned inward. She drank. She smoked marijuana. For acceptance she turned to kids who gathered after school every day at Axe Head Lake in Des Plaines. The lake, and surrounding park, was a popular party spot.

  Most afternoons Connie would slip into ripped, faded jeans and a baggy sweatshirt, hitch a ride over to the lake, and listen to music. There she found that hanging out with the kids, tossing a Frisbee, smoking joints, and drinking beer made it easy to forget how sad she was. There she felt she belonged. And there, on a cold and crisp October afternoon in 1979, Connie began her fateful relationship with Wayne Chaney.

  Wayne, who was dating Connie’s best friend at the time, was four years older than Connie. Then a small-time drug dealer and occasional burglar, Wayne would pull up in his 1969 red Ford Mustang and sell marijuana, cocaine, acid, and speed to his friends. He didn’t make much money at it, but his role as drug supplier gave him the social status that he craved.

  Connie had known him from afar for years ever since Wayne’s mother sold Cynthia Christmas perfume. Though Connie didn’t know Wayne well, she had said hello to him a few times at the lake. He was eighteen, strong and stocky, and whenever she saw him he always wore the same outfit. She thought of it as his uniform: blue jeans, jacket, t-shirt, and combat boots. His brown shaggy hair hung down to his shoulders and often he would go a day or two without shaving so that his beard would hide his baby-like features and make his face look thinner.

  If she had avoided Wayne at all, it was probably because her brother Tom hated Wayne.

  “The Chaney brothers are all wild,” Tom used to say. “They’re bad news.”

  Wayne, in fact, was everything that Tom wasn’t. Wayne was hot-tempered, wild, and undisciplined. By the time she started hanging out at Axe Head, Connie had cut her wavy blond hair short, and dyed it brown. She had replaced the ugly oval glasses of her childhood with contact lenses, and though her taste for beer had given her a small paunch, she still attracted boys, especially older ones. These were not the type of boys to buy flowers and candy; mostly, they drove Connie around town and bought marijuana and beer.

  Her date for this particular day was an older boy named Lester Gould, a tall and lanky sandy-haired fellow who didn’t say a whole lot, but he had been good about getting beer and drugs.

  By sunset many of the kids were stoned on beer and marijuana, and the empties were piling up in paper bags. The sex play was heating up among the teenagers. Some kids French kissed openly, as others pressed their bodies against each other while leaning on parked cars. And some headed into the woods.

  Lester became aroused as he looked at Connie. They stood in the parking lot, near a field of grass, and he leaned over and kissed her neck, letting his tongue flicker down to her shoulders. Connie was uncomfortable. She was shy, and she wasn’t particularly attracted to this boy. Now he moved his lips to the other side of her neck and kissed her there. She wriggled away from him, but he’d been drinking and was not attuned to subtleties. He kissed her again on the neck and ran his fingers gently along her sides, barely tickling her under the breasts.

  “Please, don’t,” she said.

  “Come on, be a sport,” Lester said. He quickly threw his arms around her and pulled her toward him. Now Lester kissed her on the mouth. Connie tried to squirm away, but he had her firmly in his grip. She pulled harder and finally broke his embrace. Then he grabbed her by the waist. She lost her balance and fell back. “Come on,” he said, yanking her arm.

  “No,” she said.

  “Come on, don’t be a jerk, Connie.” He began dragging her toward the grass, and Connie got scared.

  “No,” she said. “You’re drunk.”

  Lester was stronger than he looked. He picked her up, slung her against his hip, and now hauled her toward the grass. She pounded him with her fists. The other kids started jeering and laughing, rooting for Connie, but they were not taking the attack seriously. Some of the girls threw beer cans at Lester.

  “Hey, asshole,” one of them shouted, “leave Connie alone.”

  Connie, remembering some of the wrestling tricks that Tommy had taught her, twisted her body and somehow managed to push her feet against him, breaking his hold. She and Lester tumbled to the ground. “Way to go, Connie,” someone shouted. Kids applauded. But Lester, embarrassed, was not giving up. He grabbed her again and continued toward the grass.

  Wayne Chaney, standing off to one side by his Mustang and drinking beer, had seen enough. He didn’t think it was funny. He put his beer can down on the pavement and walked briskly towards Connie and the boy. “Hey, asshole,” Wayne shouted. “Can’t you hear? Connie says leave her alone.” He ripped Lester’s arm away from Connie.

  Wayne had massive hands, and he just leaned down and grabbed the collar of Lester’s t-shirt. With one quick move he picked the boy up and tossed him through the air. Lester landed with a thump.

  But the fight wasn’t over. Lester rose quickly to his feet and took a fierce swing at Wayne. Wayne charged at him, grabbed him in a bear hug, and squeezed the breath out of him.

  “Okay, okay,” Lester cried.

  Wayne dropped him to the ground, gave the kid an icy stare, and said, “Connie’s a friend of mine. Don’t ever mess with her. You understand?”

  “Sure,” Lester said, and he took off.

  Wayne then turned to Connie who, still shaken, was on her knees in the grass.

  “You okay?” he asked.

  “Yes,” she said. “Thanks.”

  Wayne offered his hand and Connie took it. He helped her to her feet. His hand was strong, reassuring, and when she looked into his eyes she no longer saw the hot-tempered kid who dealt drugs and drove too fast. She saw her protector instead.

  The next day when Connie left school Wayne was waiting in the parking lot with some other boys, but he left them to walk over to her.

  “I’d like to drive you home,” he said. “Or to the lake, if I can. Lester might be there, so I thought I ought to go with you.”

  Connie was impressed by Wayne’s thoughtfulness. This was not the boy she’d known as a kid. She followed him to his car, and he gallantly held the door for her.

  “Thank you,” she said, “but I’m not sure where I want to go.”

  “How about a hamburger?” Wayne said.

  “Great,” she said. He revved his engine and peeled out of the parking lot. He cranked up a tape of Led Zepplin’s “In Through the Out Door” and pointed to a cooler of beer in the back seat. Connie felt good. She liked the speed of the car, the loud music, the beer.

  They pulled into a burger joint and ate hamburgers in the car, washing them down with beer. Wayne seemed awkward at first, as if he had to struggle to think of things to talk about. He showed Connie his collection of tapes. They talked about music. She told him about the house being sold. She talked about her mother, remembering that Wayne had come to the funeral, and had offered his sympathies.

  When they got to the lake that day, Lester was there. He glared at the couple as they climbed out of Wayne’s car. He tried to talk to Connie as they walked by.

  “Connie doesn’t want to talk to you,” Wayne said. He gave Lester a threatening look, put his arm around Connie’s shoulder, and led her away. Connie turned to Wayne. She liked the feel of his hand on her shoulder. Their eyes met and she felt for a moment as if she had communicated with this young man in a way that was special. Later she would describe it to her girlfriends as the moment when she became charmed by Wayne Chaney.

  In the days that followed Connie learned quite a lot about Wayne. They stood in the parking lot, leaning against his Mustang, and he talked to her about himself as few boys had.

  He told her that he had dropped out of Maine West when he was sixteen because he was always being accused of stealing or being involved with drugs.

  “I punched a kid in the classroom,” Wayne said.

  “How come?”

  “He told the cops that I broke into his van and stole his stereo and his jacket”

  “Did you?”

  “Naw. But the cops questioned me about it. Made me nervous. So I went to school the next day and cornered the kid. I told him I didn’t steal his stuff, then I punched him and ran out.”

  Since dropping out of school Wayne had worked in the family garage, fixing used cars and broken appliances. He had also worked as a machinist and had done a short stint in an auto parts store.

  “I got fired from that job,” he told Connie. “Someone told the owner I was driving their truck recklessly. I lost my temper and threatened to slash the guy’s tires. But I didn’t really do it.”

  Wayne told her that at home he got along well enough with his mother, a hard-working church-goer who spent much of her time mediating intrafamily battles. The battles were often between Wayne and his father. Tom Chaney felt that a boy out of school ought to be working, which Wayne often was. But Wayne also liked to go fishing and partying, and that did not sit well with Tom, who saw Wayne as a shirker. So battles would break out and Donna would be the one to settle them, but not before hurtful things had been said and fists had been thrown.

  As Wayne saw it, his father, a tool designer, was a hot-tempered man who ran his family like an army unit. The tension between Wayne and his father had been hot since Wayne’s twelfth birthday. Wayne always believed that his father was angry with him for quitting the Cub Scouts at age twelve, and that he wasn’t as intelligent as his father wanted him to be. Wayne had his father’s temper and they would often scream at each other. During his teens, Wayne admitted, he once even pushed his father through a wall.

  Wayne was close to his brothers, Ken and Steve, however. Ken, five years older than Wayne, was constantly in trouble with the law. At one point he was sentenced to two years in prison on drug charges. Steve, the youngest, did not seem to share his brothers’ penchant for mischief.

  The person Wayne Chaney cared most deeply about at this time, he told Connie, was his grandfather. When things were bad at home Wayne would often head over to Gramps’s and spend days there. “Gramps understands me,” he told Connie. And as the days passed and this short-tempered young man shared more and more of his life with her, Connie began to think, I understand him, too, and she started to consider Wayne both her protector and friend.

  February 28, 1980

  It was four-thirty on a cold wintry morning in Chicago as Wayne Chaney pulled his Mustang over to the side of the highway across from the O’Hare office complex, near the airport. He and his friend, Dan Roberts*, got out of the car and began walking on the freshly fallen snow. It was still dark, and few cars traveled the toll road. Too goddamn cold, Wayne thought, rubbing his hands together as he walked. He wore a yellow windbreaker, a blue jeans jacket, and a sweater, but still he was cold. He and Dan made their way across the quiet toll road to the office complex. In the deep pockets of his windbreaker Wayne felt the nylon stocking and the length of chain he would need for the robbery that they were going to pull.

  For almost a year Wayne had been working for a Latino man who owned a landscaping firm. Wayne, who was capable of working hard for his money, reseeded and planted lawns, replanted trees, raked leaves, plowed snow. His dream was to have his own landscaping operation and his chance had come when his boss ran into financial problems and offered to sell the business to Wayne. The only problem was Wayne had no money with which to buy it. He had tried to borrow the money from the one person he felt he could turn to, his grandfather, but the loan was not forthcoming.

  But there were other ways of getting money. Wayne and Dan had often thought up quick ways to get money, most of which were illegal. This time, they decided on a robbery. Their victim would be an older man who owned a local restaurant. The man, Wayne knew, left his home near the office complex every morning at four-thirty to open the restaurant, and he always carried enough cash to start the day. They had heard that he carried a large amount of money, close to five thousand dollars in bills and change. Taking it from him would be simple, Wayne reasoned. And nobody had to get hurt.

  Wayne’s accomplice in the crime was like a brother to him. This was hardly their first mischief together. Wayne and Dan had sat endlessly in area diners and planned robberies and muggings and con jobs that never were executed, and hatched schemes that sometimes were. Mostly, they ended up just hustling new players at Chicago pool rooms. But tonight was supposed to be something bigger.

  They left tracks in the fresh deep snow as they made their way across the highway, through backyards, and across driveways at Craig Drive, an upper-income residential area. When they got to the intended victim’s house, Dan, dressed in blue jeans and a dark blue coat, found a spot off the lawn, where he could watch both the house and the street. He was the lookout.

  Wayne, his heart beating with excitement now, pulled a curled-up coat hanger out of his jeans pocket. Carefully he straightened out the wire and slipped it into the door of the victim’s 1972 blue Cutlass. Slowly, carefully, he edged the wire up along the seal between the door and the doorpost. It made a scraping noise and he stopped and looked around. Dan signaled that everything was cool. Wayne began to move the wire again, finally reaching the lock button at the top of the door and popping it open. In the quiet of the early morning he opened the door carefully and climbed into the car. He hunkered down behind the driver’s seat, and laid himself out on the floor so that he could not be seen when the driver got into the car. From the pockets of his windbreaker he pulled out the nylon stocking, slipped it over his head, and pulled it down over his face. He couldn’t resist the urge to look at himself in the rearview mirror. His features were distorted and grotesque under the stocking. It amused him. He lay down again in the back of the car, and pulled out the twelve-inch length of link chain that he had bought at the hardware store. He would have to put the chain around the man’s neck to make him hand over the money. But it shouldn’t require too much force, just enough to scare the hell out of the guy, Wayne thought.

  After he had been lying there quietly for several minutes, waiting for the moment, he heard Dan cry out.

  “Shit, the cops,” Dan shouted.

  Then Wayne heard Dan running across the driveway. “Stop!” a man shouted. Then another set of steps tore past. This time he could see a beam of light, a flashlight, bobbing up and down. Wayne stayed put. He listened for more cops. He waited. He yanked the nylon stocking off his head and stuffed it, along with the chain, under the front seat of the car. If he was going to get caught, he at least wasn’t going to be found with this.

  Finally, when he was sure the coast was clear, he climbed out of the car. “Goddamn it to hell,” he said out loud, kicking at the car. “Shit, shit.” He began to make his way back through the yards to the highway, reasonably certain that if Dan did get caught he wouldn’t spill his guts.

  When Wayne got to the parking lot of the office complex he ran out of luck. A police cruiser came at him from around the side of the building. The car came to a sudden halt and a young officer jumped out, gun in hand.

  “Okay, you,” he shouted at Wayne. “Put your hands up in the air.”

  “What for?” Wayne said. “I’m just walking to my car.” But he put his hands over his head anyway, and laced his fingers together. He knew the drill from past encounters with cops.

  “Fine,” the officer said. “Then you wouldn’t mind coming into the station and answering a few questions, would you?”

  “Ah man, shit,” Wayne said.

  Wayne was cuffed and brought into the police station where he met Michael Lambeau—tall, soft spoken, and a twelve-year veteran police investigator. He took Wayne into an interrogation room, sat down, lit a cigarette.

  “Janitor in one of the buildings saw your car on the side of the highway, and called the police,” Lambeau said. “Officer traced the footprints. Any special reason why you’re parking along the highway in the middle of the night?”

  Lambeau eyed Wayne carefully as he spoke. The investigator was wary of teenaged suspects, and with good reason. A few years earlier he’d been questioning a teenager when the kid pulled out what appeared to be a pen. But it was a pen gun and the kid managed to get off a .25-caliber bullet, which would have gone into Lambeau’s head if he hadn’t knocked the kid’s arm aside as he fired.

  Wayne told Lambeau that he had been walking back to his car because a friend had just dropped him off at a nearby shopping center.

  “Why did you leave your car on the tollway?” Lambeau asked. “Why didn’t you leave it at the shopping center? Your car could be yanked from the tollway.”

  Wayne thought about it. Finally, he decided there was no sense in making up some bullshit story that no cop would ever believe. “Look,” he said, “you have nothing to charge me with. Except maybe parking on a toll road. What is that, a life sentence in Illinois?”

  Lambeau took a puff of his cigarette and blew the white smoke into the air. “You’re right, Wayne, I’ve got nothing to charge you with. But I will find out what you were doing out there. It may take a few days, but I will find out. Trust me.”

  Lambeau stood, walked across the interrogation room, and unlocked the door. “You can leave as soon as your prints clear,” he said.

  As it happened Lambeau was right. Wayne had, apparently, shot off his mouth about the robbery, and Lambeau, through informants, was able to find out who the intended victim was. Lambeau had the restaurant owner’s car searched. He found the nylon stocking and the chain and placed them in a sealed plastic evidence bag.

  April 30, 1980

  At around 1:00 a.m. Wayne and Dan parked Dan’s 1972 Oldsmobile Cutlass four blocks from the Diversey Chemical Company plant in Des Plaines. It was a balmy night and though Wayne Chaney had his blue windbreaker, he wasn’t wearing it. He was carrying it. Wrapped inside the windbreaker was a sixty-foot length of rope, a crowbar, three screwdrivers, a weight bar, a glass cutter, and a hammer. As Wayne and Don walked cautiously along the sidewalk, trading guesses about how much money they would score tonight, they put on their work gloves. Stuffed in the rear pocket of their jeans were nylon stockings that they would slip over their heads on the way out of the factory, just in case they were seen. But in fact they were already being seen.

  Two months after Wayne and Dan’s aborted robbery of the restaurant owner, Officer Lambeau and Investigator Bob Schultz were investigating a string of business burglaries in Des Plaines when they got a tip that Wayne and Dan Roberts were planning a burglary at the chemical company.

  This was the news Lambeau had been waiting for, and by midnight of April thirtieth, Lambeau and Schultz, along with two other detectives, in unmarked squad cars, had parked near the railroad tracks that ran along the back of the plant. Schultz, a fifteen-year veteran, knew the Chaney family. One of his daughters had gone to school with Wayne.

  Schultz, Lambeau, and the others watched through binoculars with some amusement as Wayne and Dave arrived and moved stealthily to the back of the building. In the dim light that came from the nearby streets they could see Wayne pull the length of rope out of the windbreaker and fashion a lasso from it. The plan was to loop it around an air vent that jutted out from the roof, climb up, then drop down into the building through a sun window. Wayne coolly twirled his lasso and tossed it up towards the air vent. He missed.

  Again, he twirled and let the rope fly. He missed again.

  Then he twirled the rope a third time, this time letting it spin a little longer before he took aim. He let the rope fly. He missed.

  “I don’t believe this. It’s like a comedy act,” Lambeau said. He handed Schultz the binoculars. Schultz giggled. Wayne was on his sixth try.

  After a few more tries, the burglars gave up on this particular approach and, instead, walked around to the side of the building. Schultz picked up the walkie-talkie and called for the other unmarked squad car to watch for them on the other side. Then he called in for another squad car to stand by.

  At the side of the building Wayne and Dan found a large industrial dumpster. Wayne pulled himself up on it and then, banging his head on the low-hanging gutter, he struggled onto the roof. Dan followed. When they got to the sun window, it was boarded up with plywood.

  “Shit,” Dan said.

  “No problem,” Wayne told him. He pulled out his crowbar, and shoved it under the plywood. With one swift yank he busted the board loose from the window. It snapped free with a noise that sounded like a shot in the quiet night. The two men crouched low, waited in silence until they were sure that nobody had heard the noise. Then Wayne tied his rope to another air vent on the roof and he and Dan, feeling like accomplished cat burglars, slowly lowered themselves into the factory.

  Tonight’s big prize was not to be some safe full of money, or a factory payroll. Wayne and Dan were strictly small time and what they were after was the nickels and dimes that had accumulated in the company’s vending machines and the dollars that had piled up in the change-making machine. Wayne knew the layout of the factory because he had come there earlier, applying for a job. Now, by the light of a flashlight, the two young men made their way to the lunchroom.

  Once there they worked by flashlight. Dan shoved his screwdrivers into the change machine and battled it until he had the lock pried open. Then he scooped up the one- and five-dollar bills and shoved them into a small plastic bag. Next, he shoved the crowbar into the side of the sandwich vending machine. It wouldn’t budge. Wayne tried it. But the machine was too strong.

  “Come on, let’s go man,” Dan said. He shook the money bag. “We got enough.” They slipped the nylon stockings over their heads. Wayne and Dan were feeling pretty confident as they went back to the rope that dangled down from the skylight window. They had a bag of money and an escape route. But going up was not to be as easy as coming down had been. With a bag of money and the jacket full of tools, Wayne’s own weight was too much for him to pull up the rope. After a couple of tries he got disgusted and rushed upstairs to a door that led to the roof. He threw it open, knowing it would trigger an alarm. The alarm shrieked as the young men ran onto the roof. Wayne was not worried. He was sure that he and Dan would be long gone by the time the cops arrived.

  By this time the police cars had already moved in to surround the building. Dan, spotting the cruisers, worked his way to the ground and rolled under an empty box car. Wayne crawled backward into an air vent on the roof and held his breath as two uniformed cops climbed onto the roof. Within moments both men were in custody. The bag of money was taken into evidence. Wayne and Dan had stolen $387.40.

  At the police station Wayne sat, handcuffed, in a side room, when Lambeau walked in.

  “So Wayne,” Lambeau said. He held a bag in his hand. From it he pulled the nylon stocking and the chain that Wayne had left in the restaurant owner’s car. “I guess you were just sitting in that guy’s car with these that night, huh, waiting for him to leave for work. And what was it this time? You just happened to fall into an air vent, with a nylon stocking on your head just as an alarm went off?”

  Wayne knew there was no stonewalling this time. He waived his Miranda rights and confessed to the attempted robbery of the restaurant owner, and he gave Lambeau the details of the break-in at the factory. He spent the night in the Des Plaines jail. The next day his mother bonded him out. For his crimes, he was given one year of supervision.

  That July Wayne was a suspect in another burglary, this time at a metal company where he had once worked. Stolen from the company were five skids of scrap metal, over four thousand pounds of it valued at eight thousand dollars. There was no sign of a break-in, which meant to police that it was an inside job. Whoever did it had dragged the skids over the floor and opened the garage and loaded them onto a truck. Wayne, who was never charged with the crime, had been seen at the factory a week before the break, talking to some of the other workers.

  Later that summer while other kids his age were crowding Axe Lake Park, Wayne Chaney purchased his own business and called it Affordable Landscaping. His crime spree, it seemed, had ended. He was maturing. Soon he discovered that he had a good sense of business and that he could make a good living without breaking the law.

  August, 1980

  Connie felt as if she were being pulled up from the bottom of a murky pond. As she rose higher and higher, the deep heavy darkness receded around her like waves passing over her. She felt herself getting closer to the surface. Of what? She wondered. Of sleep, she thought, of a deep sleep that felt like a coma. She opened her eyes.

  A woman resembling her mother stood over her. Connie shook her head as she was coming to. Then she heard a familiar voice saying, “Connie, it’s me, Chris, can you hear my voice?”
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