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And no one was safe: including me, Georgia Barnett.

That’s how it all started. It began when I was sent to cover a story about rival gangs and a double murder in Fellows Park in Englewood. Englewood is a poor and criminally ravaged community on the South Side of Chicago. It was once a strong, working class neighborhood full of people with an immense sense of pride. I should know, it’s the neighborhood I grew up in. Some good people live there now but unfortunately crime has gotten outrageous.

That night after my story ran on the 10 P.M. show, I kept looking for angles. I’m a newshound. I love fighting for the lead story. I know that when you get a lead story, you better hold on to it. A lead story is hard to lock down. This is especially true for a black woman reporter. Very often we are underestimated, forced to work the fluff stories, pimped. I’m not having it. For me it’s a simple case of pride and prejudice—to show some pride, you work around the journalistic prejudice.

Now if you want a hard news story that’s a bona fide lead, then, in the words of RuPaul, “Girlfriend, you gotta work!” And I mean work. You run twice as far and twice as fast to win the same prize. I had a hold of a darn good story, but more than that, in this case, I was trying to work my tail off to keep my mind off the fact that I’d just broken up with my boyfriend Max. My man Max.

He is brilliant. Max thought a story and talked a story. He gave you fears and tears. Those are the two things that are guaranteed to keep the remote on Middle America’s coffee table. Don’t change that channel! Max . . . well . . . the boy is just bad!

Now right this minute I’m going to tell the honest-to-Jesus truth. I lost Max to a hoochie mama I couldn’t compete with by the name of Emmy—as in the award. She was everything I’m not. A trophy he could handle.

After winning the Emmy award, it was simply TV. TV theme song that is. As in: Next thing you know old Max is a star. Kinfolks said, Man, move away from there. Said, Network is where you oughta be. So the next thing you know he was movin’ to D.C. Global news that is. Overseas. Saddam. Satellites.

So to forget about my breakup with Max, I focused on the double murder in Fellows Park. Who shot the two Rock Disciples? Members of the rival gang the Bandits, of course. Each day I hustled. I had my news groove on and I was determined to have the best reports on this top story.

I scooped everyone when I found out that the Chicago PD had issued arrest warrants for three members of the Bandits street gang. They were the main suspects, believed to be the shooters. I was on this story like cheese on grits. When two of the Bandits were arrested and charged with murder, I was there and got exclusive pictures. I covered the story all day, fronting it live from the cop shop for the six o’clock and the ten o’clock news. Think that was the end of it? Think again.






O N E

My day seemed to be winding down innocently enough—“Georgia, may I see you for a minute?”

—but it didn’t play out that way.

I stepped into my boss’s office. Garbage was everywhere. Crushed tin cans. Stacks of old newspapers. A broken stress toy on the floor. Stress test flunked, okay.

I thought of Junk Man, the urban prospector who used to cruise my old neighborhood with a grocery cart. Junk Man loved to sift through garbage. This office would be his treasure island.

“Clear a space somewhere,” said my boss, Halo Bingington. “Please have a seat.”

Bing’s personality is half George Foreman and half Mike Tyson. That’s cool for two rock ’em, sock ’em boxers but not cool for one newsroom boss. So I knew that Bing’s nice-nice stuff could turn ugly quick and in a hurry.

When your boss calls you into his office, you get that feeling. Like after the match ignites the fuse in a Mission Impossible rerun, I saw scenes flashing before my eyes. They were scenes from my last exclusive.

It was late night and hotter outside than a hole-in-the-wall barbeque joint. The police cars were lined up in front of a frame house. I was on the journalistic down low. Me and my one-man crew crouched in the bushes, waiting for the arrests.

Two Bandits were inside the house. Sammy Sosa could throw a baseball from the front porch and it would probably land near the pitcher’s mound in nearby Fellows Park. That’s where the bodies had been found, riddled with bullets.

The two suspects were grabbed out of bed, but, true to thug life, they seemed unfazed by the police. Officers yanked them outside by the necks, pajama bottoms sagging, hands cuffed behind their backs with silver bracelets that jingled. It was the only sound in the night. Except cries. One of the suspects’ mothers leaned over the porch railing sobbing as she grabbed for her son, a man who had been out of reach for quite some time.

I’d written the story with feelings and facts. I’d fronted it live from the scene. But now something was wrong. The competition couldn’t possibly have scooped me on some new development, could they? Did the suspects make bond and I didn’t know it? Did the cops find the murder weapon and I missed it?

I watched my boss, Bing, as he made a quick call. He sat wide-legged, khaki pants high above his bare ankles. Scuffy, comfortable shoes fit loosely on his feet as he bounced his right leg up and down. Small freckled hands drummed on the desk, then Bing stopped and used his left hand to free several strands of dirty blond hair matted against the back of his neck by sweat. Bing finished his call and focused directly on me.

In direct contrast to Bing’s warm and rich voice, suddenly his eyes turned cold with displeasure. Bing had started out as a commercial announcer, moved to radio news, then to TV. But he paid the cost to be the boss. Three decades in this business had lost Bing some of his hair, his waistline, his first and second wives, but not his drive to be number one.

“Georgia, your on-camera look stunk. You didn’t fix your makeup and your hair was out of place! Channel 14’s reporter looked flawless.”

I thought of the Generation X babe with Breck hair and poor writing skills. “But, Bing, the competition didn’t have the exclusive video of the arrests. They didn’t have the kid’s mother either. I was hustling like a popcorn vendor at the circus! I was worried about facts, not face.”

“Georgia, this is TV news. The viewers care about how you look. You kicked tail on the story but you didn’t polish it off. Ratings are about how our reporters look just as much as they are about our news coverage.”

Bing continued to bawl me out. I listened halfheartedly, then shrugged before heading back out into the newsroom.

“Georgia, Georgia on my mind!” Nancy Haverstein yelled out at me. She’s the producer for the ten o’clock news.

“Yeah, Nancy.” I smiled. She was actually one of the reasonable ones at my tripped-out television station, WJIV Channel 8 in Chicago. I’ve been a TV general assignment reporter in four other markets, all in Ohio, before finally getting a break. Then I was able to get-down-boogie-oogie-oogie back home to Chi-town.

My coworkers seem to think that “Georgia, Georgia” is an original joke. The best joke occurred when my twin sister and I were born.

At first my mother named me Georgia and my sister Georgina.

But my grandmother, who in her heyday did musical comedy on the chitlin circuit, went to find the hospital nurse. Grandma told her to change Georgina’s name to Peaches. Mama threw a fit. Grandma said then, and still says now, that Mama is always raising saying over nothing.

Mama changed my sister’s name back to Georgina but as far as my family was concerned it was far too late. You know how black folks hate to let go of a nickname. Poor Georgina’s nickname was stuck to her like paint on a brush. I have to admit, though, I loved going to Savannah and hearing my grandmother call us in from playing: “Georgia, Peaches! Where are my sweet Georgia, Peaches?!”

I walked over to Nancy. She’s good people—kind, even-tempered, considerate, and gently honest. Nancy’s fronting on fifty but not looking nearly that age. She has a naturally slender build and bright, taut skin; raven black hair falls three inches below the big hoop earrings she loves to wear. Nancy’s eyes are the singed brown color of cigar smoke. She blinks them constantly, too. It’s a nervous habit she shoplifted after working in various television newsrooms across the country.

Nancy pointed to the show rundown, which lists the stories included in the newscast. “Take a look, Georgia. I don’t have a strong lead. What about a hot-weather story—can you write something cute?”

“Ughh!” I groaned. Don’t go there! I would have to stand outside somewhere on Michigan Avenue or along the lakefront and talk about how hot it was—and my hair was surely going to go berserk! Heat and humidity on a black woman’s hair? Goodness.

“Georgia, what do you think about doing a weather crawl?”

“A weather crawl? Girl, do a hair advisory! Nancy, if you send me outside to do a heat story in this weather, my hair is going to look like I’m a backup singer with Sly and the Family Stone. And you know Bing wears two hats—newsroom boss and chief of the cosmetic police. Dude wants glamour. Bing doesn’t care if it’s humid or windy or wet. He wants face and hair from his female reporters. But Bing doesn’t say a word to the guys! They can look any kind of way. Give me a pass, huh, Nancy?”

Before she could answer, an intern yelled, “Got a breaker! Caller says there’s been a drive-by shooting. Five people shot.”

“New lead!” Nancy announced to the newsroom. “Hit it, Georgia!”

I hustled to get started on the breaking story. But I got delayed at the front door, waiting for one of our crew trucks to pick me up. I flipped a glance up to the sky, then sighed. The raindrops were steamed by the sun until they became a mist that clung to everyone who stepped out into The Sauna, a Chicago synonym for midday in August.

I put on my thinking brim as I waited for my crew. A drive-by at Fiftieth and Hedge. It was in Englewood, my old neighborhood. A curious feeling came over me—a double-dip emotion of warmth and apprehension. It’s hard covering stories in Englewood. The neighborhood has changed so much from the way it was when I was a little kid.

I had already covered the double murder in Fellows Park last week, a park where my twin and I used to play double Dutch and where we sang our first “concert” under the monkey bars, come one come all, for a nickel apiece.

Once again I tried to give myself the proper distance for peace of mind to do my job. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a Channel 8 truck turning the corner. When I saw who the cameraman was, my heart went yeah! and help me, Lord! at the same time. It was Zeke Rouster.

Zeke shoots great pictures but he drives like Al Unser on crack. Zeke has long bony legs, a jelly stomach, pale green eyes, and stone white hair. He holds the record among cameramen for the most moving violations. It’s not a Channel 8 record, it’s the record for the entire city. And Zeke has no shame in his game about it either.

A country boy raised outside of Birmingham, Zeke says his hot-rod days began at twelve years old when he jumped into a beat-up flatbed truck one day and set out driving. His goal was to travel as far as he could, as fast as he could, without knocking down anything that breathed. Zeke is an underachiever; he hasn’t killed anything yet and his goal hasn’t changed in thirty years.

“Rock and roll!” Zeke said, burning rubber when he hit the brakes and opened the door with one fly-guy motion. As the truck sped toward the crime scene, so did my thoughts and my expectations. Doesn’t everyone have some recurring experience that makes them uneasy? Butterflies before making a speech? An anxious anticipation of something? I was nervous as a turkey in November as I fumbled with the metal fringes of my pad.

It’s not as if I’m a cub reporter. I’ve been to violent crime scenes a gazillion times. Sometimes the body is still there. Sometimes there is blood. Sometimes the victim is still alive, grappling with his spirit like a child trying to steer a runaway bike. I’m called upon to make sense out of it for more than 300,000 viewers.

Isn’t that a big dog of a responsibility, being the eyes, ears, and conscience of others? How can I ever take it lightly? How can I ever cruise through work? Each day is mentally tough, but I love it. How great is it to be able to tell a story that people want to know about? But the violent news always works my nerves in the beginning. Mentally I got prepared to do my best and deal with the violence by silently saying the Twenty-third Psalm. That got me focused for whatever lay ahead of me on this story. It turned out to be something to pray about and nothing to play with.






T W O

Over here! Bring the stretcher!”

“Get back! Get back!”

“Damn! I haven’t seen this many shell casings since Nam!”

The scene was ugly and chaotic. I know a veteran reporter in Cleveland who says he’s been in TV news so long that he doesn’t get emotional when he looks at a crime scene. Must be nice. I’d like to borrow his eyeballs right about now.

A block party had just ended when the shooting started. Four metal folding tables were turned over on their sides. A white tablecloth, splattered with blood, was swaddled around a folding chair. I stepped around two cracked plastic plates, a swirl of mushy food staining the ground beneath their edges.

We were the first crew at the scene and that’s always good. But, honey-chile, I knew the competition was smoking a path to get there. My mind spun into high gear. The caller said five people were hit. Were there more? We were a few blocks away from the park where the two gangbangers were killed last week. Was this drive-by retaliation like I thought? How many witnesses were there? Could I get them to talk?

The questions banging around in my mind were interrupted when I saw two people, a man and a young girl, being loaded into an ambulance. Both wore breathing devices that resembled a catcher’s mask; the apparatus was hitched behind their ears to protect them from the wild pitch that Death was throwing.

I glanced behind me. Zeke was on the case, panning and zooming with the camera. The strong arm of the law had a choke hold on the scene. There were eight to ten beat cops and three plainclothes detectives plus a couple of evidence techs wearing skintight beige gloves searching the grass for bullet casings.

I looked up to my left and saw groups of people sitting on their front porches watching, first the police, then me. A few of the younger, more eager ones were hanging over their chain-link fences. They didn’t seem frightened or angry or unhappy but just really tired. Maybe numb is a better word. A creepy feeling came over me as I realized how difficult it had to be to deal with violence like this on such a regular basis. It had become part of the neighborhood scene like the trees and the corner newsstand.

But the way they did nothing tripped me out. The violence didn’t seem to scare the hell out of these residents enough to make them grab anything they could get their hands on to fight back against the gangbangers. That may seem naive, but to me complacency is naive. Doesn’t history prove that action and change go hand in hand? And that’s not book knowledge talking, that’s street sense, too. You want something to go down, you have to make it happen yourself.

There were a few more pockets of people on the corners, too. In one group, a bunch of little kids were standing around watching the commotion.

In the other group, adults talked amongst themselves. I spotted a tall man in a sweat-stained work shirt, about six-two, wide across the shoulders, standing tensely. I guesstimated his age to be around about forty. His upper-body strength clearly established that he did some heavy lifting for a living. A spit of gray adorned his temples and he was hugging a teenage girl who was crying. I couldn’t see her face but I saw his. His eyes looked as if they were throbbing, the anger in them was just that intense. With an arm around the girl’s shoulders, he comforted her. I could see the oil stains beneath his nails. His jaw clenched as he gritted his teeth twice.

I was on it. Like radar, my eyes and mind focused in and read the person in front of me. The reporter in me knew that he was my man. It’s a tip-off to a reporter: Who is angry? Who is a leader? Who will open up for whatever the reason? That’s who a reporter has to find, a needle in a haystack, a good witness in the crowd. That was this dude in front of me. He was pissed off enough to give me the gutsy, for true interview that I needed.

“C’mon!” I told Zeke. We cautiously approached the man I wanted to interview. “I’m sorry to bother you during such a tough time. . . . Can you tell me what happened here?”

The teenager stopped crying for a second, then looked at me for a long moment before her tears began flowing once more. The man gritted his teeth again. “I’ll tell you what . . . these gangbangers are shooting up each other and anybody they see. They just missed my cousin Karen here but got her girlfriend Jackie in the chest. Shooting, that’s all they know. I’m so tired of it! You can’t walk the street, can’t have a damn block party for them trying to kill somebody over turf.”

“‘Them’ who?”

“The Bandits and the Rockies.”

I’m hip to the nicknames for the Gangster Bandits and the Rock Disciples, two of the most notorious street gangs in Chicago. “Did you get a good look at the car?”

He inhaled deeply, stared a second, then said, “I didn’t see nobody. . . . I just heard a lot of gunfire.”

“What about the direction the car came from?”

The girl wailed and he clutched her tightly, soothing, “It’s okay, it’ll be okay, sshhhh.”

“Sir? Which way did the car come from?”

He waved his free arm wildly. “This way, that way, some kinda way! It just don’t make no sense. I’m through.”

“I understand how frustrating this is for you. But if you could answer just a couple more questions—”

“Enough is enough.”

Now at this point my reporter instincts kicked in. What kind of body language was this man giving off? How much could I push him? Could I push him? I made a quick assessment of his eyes, his stance, then back to those eyes.

“Okay, thank you.” I decided to back off and not blow up the bridge. “Sir, I really appreciate you taking the time to talk to me. For editing purposes, say and spell your full name, please?”

“Calvin Hughes. C-a-l-v-i-n. H-u-g-h-e-s.”

I gave Mr. Hughes my card because he could be a good contact to have in the neighborhood. I could hear his cousin continuing to sob. I thought, I feel for you girl. It is so tough to watch people hurt. Even though I see so much of it, I have to stay focused, but that does not mean becoming numb. I don’t ever want to go there, because when it gets like that, then it’s time to bail. But you’ve got to do your job. I have to get the story.

I heard my pager go off. I knew it was them. The producer was worrying me about going live for the upcoming newsbreak. Zeke and I went back to the truck to set up a signal to air live pictures from the scene.

It works like this: An electronic signal is set up from equipment inside the truck. That signal is locked into a channel of a microwave dish on top of the Sears Tower or the Hancock Center. You can then transmit live pictures or play the tape that you’ve recorded back over those channels to the station where it’s recorded and viewed by a writer and tape editor. Then I write the story and read it back over that same signal, a process called tracking, and the writer and editor put together a long story called a package. Normally I would do all this later, but we were doing a live shot for the newsbreak.

I had about twenty minutes to the newsbreak, so I pulled out my makeup. My sister, Peaches, says I look like an overdone French fry—toasty brown, tall, and lean. I rushed to put on eyeliner because my large chestnut eyes are my pow feature. My hair? Simply put, it was wrecked, getting puffier and puffier by the second. Sorry to say but I was hopeless about the head this day and there wasn’t a darn thing I could do about it. I grabbed a clip and pulled my hair back. I didn’t look great but I did look presentable. There wasn’t a lot of time to fool with myself. Even though this is TV, the story comes first with me.

I put my cosmetics away and began to practice how I would lead into my big story. I was talking it through to myself out loud, “I’m Georgia Barnett, live on the South Side where a neighborhood block party turned into a frightening scene of violence. . . .”

Zeke gave me an internal feedback device or IFB, a little earplug that lets me hear Nancy and the director back at the station. Through the IFB I heard them ask me for a mike check. I counted down for them. My audio was good. I saw that the little children who were on the corner were now crowding around me. They were anywhere between the ages of six and ten.

“We wanna be on! Hip hop hurray-hey, ho-hey!” one of them shouted and the others joined in waving back and forth at the camera.

“Hold it,” I said. “I’m working and I can’t put you on television doing that. This is not a music video. So there’ll be no ‘hip hop hurray-hey, ho-hey!’” I sang it and did the little wave part, too. They got a kick out of that. Even Zeke laughed. “You can stand behind me and be on air but no waving and yelling, okay?”

They agreed, then lined up with starburst smiles in a curbside class picture.

“Coming to you in ten,” the director said in my ear through my IFB. I got focused, looking straight into the camera.

“In five, Georgia!” He counted me down. I relaxed my face a little bit. Then the director cued me: “Go!”

“I’m Georgia Barnett, live on the South Side where a neighborhood block party turned into a frightening scene of gang violence. Five people have been shot—”

Suddenly I heard somebody yelling in my ear from the control room back at the station. The director? No. The producer? No.

It was Bing!

He wolfed, “Ask the kids something! Use the fuckin’ kids!”

How could I think and talk live in front of thousands of people with Bing yelling in my ear?

“Get a bite from the kids, Georgia!”

I struggled to finish my thought without stuttering live on-air. “There were only a few people outside cleaning up when the drive-by occurred—”

“Use the kids! Now!!!”

I turned to the kids behind me. “Did you see anything?”

A cute little girl with fuzzy-plaited hair was standing in front. She was wearing a faded pink and white sleeveless cotton dress. Large eyes brimming with excitement focused on me. The little girl grabbed the mike and said, “I seent a car. This real dark black boy with a scar, he was dressed all in yellow, and just shooting his gun!”

An ashy hand belonging to a little boy with a jealous heart grabbed the mike away from her. He shouted, “Let me talk some! They were shooting, I was running! Bang! Bang!”

Now the rest of the kids went off the deep end, too: “Bang! Bang!”

Bing was in my ear again, yelling, “Wrap! Wrap!”

“Again, there’s been a drive-by shooting on the South Side. Five people shot. We’ll have a report from the scene and from the hospital. Channel 8 News will have all the latest details at ten.”

I stood very still until I knew I was no longer live on the air, then I threw down my mike and cursed, “Dap-gum-it!”

All the kids scattered, mocking me: “Dap-gum-it!”

“Zeke, Bing was yelling in my ear the entire live shot. I could barely think. He totally messed me up. Now all the viewers think I don’t know what I’m doing. But how can I do my job with a domineering boss yelling in my ear?”

Zeke just shrugged.

Then the phone rang in the truck. I didn’t need to dial 1-800-Psychic to know that it was Bing. I wasn’t about to take any more mess off Mr. News-it-all. I moved toward the phone inside the truck.

Zeke stopped me. “Don’t bother, Georgia. Bing will only piss you off. Let’s hustle up.”

Zeke was right. I needed to finish up what I had to do, and quickly, because the other stations had started to arrive at the scene. Zeke popped in a new tape and we got ready to flag down one of the cops handling this shooting. I was trying my darndest to swallow my anger and get focused when I caught sight of a newcomer to the scene, a calming force in the chaos.

I slowly approached this stunning man. He was an ab- and backplus masterpiece, his mountainous shoulders tapering down to a just-right waist. Obviously he believed in caring for his body. An overall rugged look was softened perfectly by his creamy reddish-brown skin. Mister-man squared his shoulders, spoke firmly, and gave orders as naturally as exhaling. His figure and his confidence cut a magnificent presence among the madness.

Who was he? I hadn’t seen him on any of the other murder stories I’d covered. Clearly he was somebody, or he would be soon. Could he help me with this story? I went straight over and introduced myself. “Georgia Barnett, 8 News. I’d like to talk to you about the investigation.”

He barely glanced in my direction. Mister-man was cool as the underside of a pillow. He said in a voice aged in a wine cellar, “I’m Detective Doug Eckart. And I’m busy.” Then he ignored me good old fashion. Detective Eckart turned and began talking to a beat cop who was now standing next to him.

“Excuse me, Detective,” I said louder, more forcefully. “I’d like to do a quick interview with you.”

“Nope.”

He didn’t even look at me. “Too busy. I can’t be bothered right now.”

Well, in the words of Chaka Khan, Please pardon me! Sometimes these detectives are super-helpful because they know we can assist them by asking the public for information. But sometimes old-school detectives don’t like to cooperate with us. They think we’re too glitzy or that we’re nothing but a pain in the behind. But this guy wasn’t old enough to have that kind of Jurassic ’tude! What was his problem? He had a job to do and so did I—and I only wanted to help and that’s all my news report would do.

“Detective Eckart,” I said firmly but politely, “I’m not asking for an extensive sit-down. I just want you to spot me up on what’s happening in a quick one-on-one. In return, any info I may get I’ll pass along to you. You know how it works.”

“In a few minutes I’ll do an interview with everybody. I’ll just get it over with then. Okay?”

Not okay! An interview with everyone? With all the other TV stations, radio, and newspaper reporters, too? Excuse the pun, but a gangbang was what we called it in the business. What made him think I’d settle for something as common as all that? I don’t think so, Detective Eckart. I wanted an exclusive interview, a shot of us walking together to show that I was here first, that I had the best stuff—I wanted to strut that stuff.

“Excuse me, Detective Eckart?”

He looked at me, annoyed. “Detective, I hustled to get here and I’ve got a lot of great stuff. I just want to cap it all off with a quick interview with you. Five minutes. My cameraman is right here, you can walk the block with me and tell me about this turf war. Otherwise, we’ll just hang around on your heels.”

“That’s all you reporters tend to do—hang around on our heels getting in the way.” Detective Eckart snorted.

“It seems to me that because we’re in the way, most of your cases get solved because we make people aware of what’s going on. We’re really not in the way, we’re helping make a way.”

To outsiders it would appear that we were now engaged in a stare-down. But it wasn’t. It was a momentary mesh of understandings, the art of give and get. He realized that he must give to get me out of his way.

Detective Eckart suppressed a cough in the low end of his throat, then showed me his bad-cop scowl. “Five minutes and that’s it, understood?”

“Understood.”

We let Zeke swing around in front. That way he would have a walking shot of us together. I started by asking a question I knew the answer to. I wanted to get a read on this man’s body language. That way I would be able to pick up on habits that would distinguish truths from lies.

“Detective Eckart, could this drive-by be retaliation for the two murders that happened in the park last week?”

“That’s exactly what we think it is. It’s a tit-for-tat deal that the gangs love to play with one another.”

Truthful: straight gaze, no eye or eyebrow movement, no change in walking stride.

“Do you have any suspects?”

“No, we don’t have any suspects and no one in custody to be questioned.”

Truthful: straight gaze, no eye or eyebrow movement, no change in walking stride.

“What about leads? Any clues to point you guys in a specific direction?”

“No, we do not have any leads at this time. But our investigation is moving forward.”

Lying: eyes dart quickly, slight hitch in the walk before resuming stride.

“If we get any big developments in the case, we’ll hold a news conference to brief reporters. Right now I have no hard details.”

Lying: eyes dart quickly, slight hitch in the walk before resuming stride.

Obviously that was about all I was gonna get out of him and that wasn’t much. So I decided to get an extra sound bite on the history of the gangs for my story.

“How quickly is the gang problem growing in Chicago?”

“There are 125 gangs with more than 100,000 members. It’s not a mom-and-pop thing either. They’re all organized. Each gang has hand signs, colors, and graffiti symbols.”

“How did the Gangster Bandits and the Rockies get started?”

“Well, the Gangster Bandits are just an old gang with a new name. We break ’em down, they regroup, and come back under a new name.”

“And the Rockies?”

“The Rockies are different,” Detective Eckart explained. “They started in the South which is unusual; it’s often the other way around. But a couple of Rockies living in Arkansas came to Chicago about ten years ago and started up a branch here. Now each side has their turf—Bandits have the streets east of Fellows Park on Vincennes. The Rockies have the streets west of the park.”

“The park itself is divided up the same way, right?”

“Yes, east side is Bandits and west side is Rockies. But now they’re spilling over from block to block, which is extremely chaotic. The area leaders—they call them governors or lieutenants—are responsible for territory. Both sides have weak leadership. That’s the problem. That’s what triggered the double homicide in Fellows Park. A stupid turf war.”

“There are two suspects charged in that murder, correct?”

“Right,” Detective Eckart answered. “Both suspects are being held on half a million dollars bond. A third suspect remains at large.”

“Are gang-related homicides on the rise?”

“Yes. Last year there were 930 murders in Chicago and 34 percent of those homicides were gang related.”

Detective Doug Eckart stopped walking and looked at his watch. “Five minutes are up.”

“You’re fast.”

A playful smirk crossed his face. “No, you’re slow.”

I couldn’t resist a purr. “Ah . . . not really, Detective.”

He looked at me and a smile crept into his eyes. “Maybe not.”

Zeke had stopped shooting and was changing tapes. “Just another minute, Detective. I need a couple of cutaway shots, okay guys?”

We both nodded as Zeke began walking around, getting video of us standing together. We looked at each other so Zeke could get a reverse angle shot and Detective Eckart’s eyes gave off a silky threaded gaze. Our silence was flirtatious. Then for a more animated shot, but really to break that awkward silence, I asked a question.

“This gang war is about to blow up, don’t you think?”

Detective Eckart’s bushy eyebrows humped together like a big M as he glanced down at my hand. I killed the mike I held. Then he answered.

“Hell, yeah. If we don’t calm this thing down these young men will start killing each other like crazy. I hate to see these young brothers dying for nothing. It gets tougher and tougher to make a difference, but we’re not going to give up trying.”

In those last few words, I saw a change in Detective Eckart. His voice softened as he spoke and there was more emotion coming from him. “This case in particular gives me a nasty feeling in my gut.” A sadness flashed briefly in his eyes.

“What’s that, Detective?”

“The rest of this summer is going to go out with a lot of bloodshed.”

“Let’s hope not.”

“Yeah.” He sighed, pulling out a handkerchief to dab at the sweat trickling down his ear before showing me his good-cop smile and walking away. “See ya around.”

After he left, Detective Eckart’s aura lingered. He was an impressive man, smart, seemingly not too jaded by his job, and I hoped that he would be able to help me with this case. Plus he had a presence about him that made me want to get to know him better.

After the interview I wrote my story. Later, I was live at the top of the ten o’clock news. After that, Zeke and I began to wrap up. Hanging around in the old neighborhood, seeing again how it has changed for the worse, stirred up some feelings I needed to share. And there was only one person I wanted to share those feelings with.
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