Mitch Albom: For victims, Penn State story is horror relived
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Imagine you were one of them.

Imagine you were 10 years old. A coach you trusted. A man you liked. A guy with white hair. An "older" person.

Imagine he led you. Imagine you listened. Imagine you didn't want to. Imagine you did what you were told.

Imagine the setting. A bathroom. A shower. Imagine he said it was OK. Imagine his tone. Imagine his eyes.

Imagine the disbelief. The horror. The pain. The tears.

Imagine the shame. The confusion. The rage.

Imagine going home. Lying in your bed. Eating dinner with your family. Going to school -- elementary school, fourth or fifth grade.

Imagine years passing, seeing the event, again and again, whenever you close your eyes. Imagine the nightmares. Imagine the loss.

Now imagine keeping all this to yourself.

Because most people do.

The damage done by former Penn State defensive coordinator Jerry Sandusky, if the charges against him prove to be true, is almost unimaginable -- except for the roughly 14% of boys and 33% of girls, according to some estimates, who have been molested before the age of 18.

That's right.

A third of all girls. A seventh of all boys.

And most abuse goes unreported.

This horror did not begin with Penn State. It will not end with Penn State. It is an ugly underbelly of adult behavior that has been around forever and is only increasing with the Internet and the spread of pornography.

Many were mistaken at Penn State.

But one man was responsible.

The damage done.

No Paterno at Beaver Stadium

Did you watch the Nittany Lions game Saturday? Was it not surreal? Think about, in a matter of days, the lives Sandusky knocked over with his alleged behavior.

Here, for the first time in 62 seasons, was a Penn State team without Joe Paterno, who was watching, presumably, on a television set somewhere. He was weeks from a potentially glorious retirement, a celebration of all he had done and represented at his school. Gone now. Vaporized by the mere allegations against Sandusky -- not a trial, not a conviction, just the charges alone. The mere idea that Paterno did not take more serious action if aware of Sandusky's behavior was enough to ban him forever from a sideline and to punt seven decades of football into a cesspool.

The damage done.

The school president, Graham Spanier, one of the longest-serving university presidents, is gone, ousted. Same for Tim Curley, the athletic director, and another high-ranking school official, both of whom, in 2002, allegedly heard from a graduate assistant about Sandusky having relations with a boy in the showers of the football building.

That graduate assistant, now an assistant coach, is on leave, hiding somewhere, the object of death threats.

All this from Sandusky's alleged lust.

The current players, who had no part of any of this, are now altered, their experience shadowed. The university and the townspeople, once unified by Blue and White, are split over who to blame and who to pity.

So many affected. One man's actions.

The damage done.

The pain that never subsides

Imagine you are one of them.

Imagine these last few weeks.

Imagine being questioned by authorities. Imagine having to relive the nightmare. Imagine anger. Imagine relief. Imagine fury. Imagine surrender.

Imagine saying, "Finally." Imagine saying, "What took so long?" Imagine seeing rallies in support of those who knew -- or might have known. Imagine thinking you will be blamed and hated for bringing a program down.

Imagine wishing to have your story told. Imagine wishing no one would ask you anything.

Imagine pain and confusion, all over again.

Imagine wondering, "Why me?"

This is not a football story. This is not a Joe Paterno story. This is a daily story, an American story, an international story, a human tragedy. The shame, pain, hurt and confusion are no different for Sandusky's suspected victims than they are for the dozens of cases reported last week, or the hundreds last month, or the thousands last year.

Fingers point. Blame is an arrow. And the months to come will unfold an already wincing story. But you need only survey the landscape to see what happens when an adult robs a child of innocence.

One man. A million little pieces.

The damage done.

A Senseless Death in Our Age of Anger

By Mitch Albom
Published: 12/29/1991
He was running from them now, a teenager running from other teenagers, and he felt the terror you feel in dreams when someone is gaining on you and you can't get away. His friends were running ahead of him, and they made it to the car and dived inside and locked the doors but he kept running, the way he used to run down a lacrosse field, heart pumping, legs churning. He ran to the front of the school but the others caught him, tripped him, pushed him to the ground. They were around him now and they began to kick. One to the stomach. One to the head. Another to the head. Maybe he tried to say something like "No" or "Please," but you wouldn't have known it because he was sucking air by this point, gasping, and they were all too young to understand that the life had begun to ooze out of him. Another head kick. Another.

It was Friday night, teenagers doing another teenager, but this was not inner-city violence, this was not about money or drugs or a new coat, this was

about nothing, a fight after a dance, suburban macho, some of the kids barely knew who they were kicking! And they kicked him again. Eight times. Nine times. Now he was on his hands and knees, halfway into blackness, and the kid who had at least partly started all this, the skinny teenager from the initial fight that was supposed to be one-on-one, came staggering up from behind, his eye bleeding, and he stood over his fallen rival and allegedly said, "This is for breaking my gold chain." And he kicked him in the face.

Alex Stachura never got up again. He was rushed to the hospital. His parents were called. As they drove to the hospital, they thought "auto accident" because that's what you think when you live in the suburbs and you get a call from the hospital, right? Auto accident? You never figure your 16- year-old boy got his head kicked in.

"There'll be an operation," his mother told herself in the waiting room.
"He'll be sick, but I'll nurse him, I can do it, I am his moth--"

The doctor came out.

Alex was dead.

This is a story about how violent we have become, even our most pleasant neighborhoods, and how this all has to stop, this teenage fury, because it's so damn senseless. They act tough, they talk tough, but they have no idea what

their bodies can do -- and soon we have one more mother's son buried in the earth, and four others facing a second-degree murder charge.

"They're just kids," you want to say. 

Yes. They are. Grab and roll.
"This is Alex," says Walter Stachura, sliding a high school yearbook across the table. He is sitting in the kitchen of his home, the same place he was sitting that night when the phone rang. Across from him sits his wife, Alicia, who is biting her lip and dabbing her red eyes, because this is the first time she has talked about her son's death with a reporter. In between is their 14-year-old daughter, Colleen, and their eldest child, Jason, a college freshman whose blond hair and pout give strong resemblance to his dead brother. Both boys played lacrosse at Warren De La Salle High School, and the yearbook photo shows Alex running down a field, stick in hand. He earned a junior varsity letter in the sport, and once bragged about a game in which he scored two goals and checked his opponent really hard. So he was not afraid of contact, but fighting was not his thing. He had a quick wit, he could cut you up verbally. He didn't need to throw punches. But someone else did.

"These boys who fought Alex. Some of them had called and threatened him before," his mother says. "Once they got Jason on the phone by mistake and threatened him."

"It was your typical teenage stuff," Jason says. "They said, 'We're gonna come beat your head in.' "

On the final night of his life, Alex Stachura knew he would fight. He knew where. He knew the opponent. A kid named Nicholas Del Greco, who used to attend De La Salle but had transferred that semester to Sterling Heights High School, had been stirring a feud with Alex since last spring. It began over a girl, but the girl was now history, yet the anger lingered. Why? Who knows? Why do teenagers stay mad over anything?

On more than one occasion, Alex tried to stay clear of Nick. Once, according to the Stachuras, Nick and his buddies even pursued Alex in a high-speed car chase. Alex got away. By autumn, things had come to a head: Without the parents knowing it, Alex and Nick agreed to fight Sept. 20 after the dance. Alex reportedly told a friend, "I'm going to get my ass kicked tonight." He went anyhow. Because of that, he is not blameless. But in this story, nobody is.

They met behind an elementary school. Alex came in a car with three friends. Nick arrived in a four-car entourage, maybe a dozen kids. A judge would call them "a gang," but truth is, many barely knew Del Greco or Stachura. They came to watch, which is even more sick.

What happens next depends on your witness. Most agree the two boys traded punches, then began a grab-and-roll on the asphalt. After a few minutes, Alex had clearly won the scuffle, and they disengaged. There was yelling. Alex began to walk away, he may have screamed at the crowd, and Nick hollered something like "Get him!" and then Alex began to run. And suddenly, the group, these children, took on the bloodthirsty coloration of the moment, and they began to chase him, kick him . . . 

Cause of death was head injuries, swelling of the brain. Witnesses suggest Alex was kicked 11 to 15 times by the four Sterling Heights students who were arrested and charged: Del Greco, 16; Matthew Trout, 16; Arthur Zrodlo, 15, and Marek Sobotka, 17. The prosecutor asked for second-degree murder charges -- he said you kick someone in the head, you know what you're doing
-- and another thing: He wanted them tried as adults, not juveniles. The judge agreed. 

So now the four teenagers, if convicted, could be sentenced to life in prison.

In the meantime, three of them are back in high school. 

"They're just kids," you say . . .
'So horribly final'.
Inside the Stachura home, upstairs in Alex's room, the bed is neatly made, as if he might be home soon. His lacrosse stick stands in the corner, and a picture of him in his lacrosse uniform sits atop the bureau. There is a Bible on the desk, with his doodles on the edge of the pages. One of them reads: "You can die before you get old, but me, I'm gonna live forever." 

Sixteen years is not forever. And Alex is never coming home. Downstairs, the house is quiet, save for the hum of the refrigerator and the sound of a mother crying into a tissue.

After Alex was pronounced dead at Macomb Hospital Center, the very hospital where he was born, Alicia and Walter were permitted a few minutes with the body. A nurse said, "Be quick." Walter pushed aside the curtain and saw his son on a gurney, a tube still stuck in his mouth, the red blotches on his chest where they had tried to revive him.

Alicia leaned over to kiss Alex, and his skin was cold. "I kept remembering how he liked to stay in bed in the morning," she whispers now, her

eyes beginning to crumble in tears. "You kind of had to wiggle him out . .
. and . . . I used to wake him up by kissing him and . . . I would kiss him and he was always so warm, so warm and now he was so cold and oh, this is .. . so final! So horribly final!"

She is trembling, squeezing her eyes shut. Her husband begins to cry with her. "They keep saying it gets easier," Alicia says, "but it . . . it doesn'tget easier. Every day Alex gets further and further away. . . ." It's time to change.
Where is the lesson in all this? By all accounts, Alex Stachura was a good kid -- not a saint, but a responsible young man who helped out at his church and worked summer jobs and liked music and had friends. And the others were supposedly good kids, too. Played on the sports teams, played in the band. No previous crimes.

So how could this happen, that their lives and families are now soaked by this bloodshed? For what? Teenage pride? Outside of Del Greco, the others barely knew Alex. How could someone do this to a stranger? Kick him in the head? Allow others to do so? What kind of children are we raising? Do they think it's not real? Is it all those violent movies we let them watch -- Chuck Norris, Steven Seagal? Is it sports, from football to pro wrestling?

Or is it simply the age we live in -- an age of anger and blaming others and feeling good when we flatten someone? A recent poll was conducted among Macomb County students. They said their top problem is no longer drugs or alcohol. It is "student conflict." Kids making war on other kids. 

What does that tell you?

Not long before he died, Alex Stachura wrote a composition about God. These are his words:

"I believe God is different things at different times in your life. Right now, I think God is a stand-up comedian trying out his act on the human race."

How sad a world we give to our young. The new year is upon us, and if you make no other resolution, make this one: to spend more time with your children, deal with their anger, teach them peace, before we have another Alex Stachura story, one dead, four arrested.

"They're just kids," you say.

Not anymore. 

A Bullet’s Impact

By Mitch Albom
Published: 12/29/2000
One night. One town. One bullet. One kid.

The kid was Justin Mello, barely 16 years old, a popular soccer player at Anchor Bay High School with a melting smile, a tall, athletic frame, a freshly minted driver's license, and a dream of buying his father's GMC truck with the money earned working at a pizza shop.

The bullet came from a 9-millimeter handgun. It was fired just inches from Mello's head as he knelt, execution style, in a cooler filled with dough and cheese. The bullet ripped through Mello's skull and exited his forehead. When they found his body, he was still on his knees.

The town was New Baltimore, population 7,000, a quiet, waterfront community in Macomb County, where there hadn't been a murder since before Justin was born.

The night was Saturday, Oct. 21.

"Before this," sighs a lawyer in the case, "the biggest problem in New Baltimore was the fish flies."

Not anymore.

One night. One town. One kid. One bullet. Follow its flight, and you witness a devastation that far exceeds its caliber, a swath that cuts a community in two. You see children weeping and parents numb with grief. You see a soccer team wearing armbands and a makeshift tombstone on a high school lawn. You see accused murderers, in chains, being cheered outside a courthouse. You see witnesses changing their stories. You see a Christmas tree in a suburban home, devoid of presents for the oldest boy. You see a father, in a hospital, as a yellow body bag is unzipped. He looks at the face that used to be so bright, used to be his son, and now is forever shattered by the hole of ...

One bullet. Follow its flight. It begins with the simple pull of a trigger, late one autumn night....

This much, they all agree on:

At 9:30 p.m. on Oct. 21, Justin Mello, his friend and soccer teammate Dan Buchman, and a store manager, Jeffrey Arwada, were working the night shift at Mancino's Pizza and Grinders on 23 Mile Road near Jefferson. There were no customers. They played the radio and sang along with it. Dan and Justin, to pass the time, threw sausage pieces at each other and laughed.

The phone rang. Justin answered, then handed the call to Jeff. Someone wanted a take-out order -- but with a delayed delivery.

Don't bring it until 10:45, the caller said.

"We're not allowed to do that," Jeff replied.

The caller said he knew the owner. He insisted it was OK. Bring it at 10:45.

Jeff relented.

At 10 p.m., Dan's shift was over. He told Justin, "I'll see you tomorrow at soccer practice." He punched him lightly in the arm, and Justin smiled and said, "See ya."

At 10:25 p.m., Jeff left Mancino's with the pizza. He had difficulty with the address, which was in a mobile home park. When he finally found the number, he knocked on the door. A woman answered and looked puzzled.

"I didn't order any pizza," she said....

The call had been a setup.

This is what happened next:

Back at Mancino's, someone entered through the front door, locked it, took money from the cash register, forced Justin into the cooler, shot him in the back of the head, left him there, bleeding to death, and ran out the back. Whoever it was also turned the lights off, all except for the "open" sign in the window.

Shortly after 11 p.m., Jeff returned.

He immediately sensed something was wrong. He saw the place was dark, but why was the "open" sign still on? He saw cheese unpacked on the counter. He saw crumbs that hadn't been cleaned. He went into the cooler. There he found Justin's body, still on its knees, bleeding in the corner. He frantically called 911.

"He's unconscious," Jeff said. "He's bleeding real bad from his head...."

Meanwhile, a few blocks away, Henry Mello sat in his living room and looked at his watch. He was worried. Justin was usually home by 11:30. It was now 12:15 a.m. With his wife, Denise, asleep, Henry jumped in the family van and drove to the shop. He saw police cars. He saw yellow tape.

"What do you want?" an officer barked. "Why are you here?"

"I'm looking for my son, Justin Mello."

The officer's expression changed. "Um ...you're going to have to go to the police station, sir."

Henry's heart began to race. At the station he was met by the police chief, who took him inside and said, "Mr. Mello, there's been a robbery. There's been a shooting. There was one person in the store and he was taken to Mt. Clemens General Hospital...."

He paused.

"And he's deceased."

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Mello:

All of us at Anchor Bay Schools are shocked and deeply saddened by the tragic death of your son, Justin. Words are totally inadequate to express our feelings, but please know that our thoughts and prayers are with you....

Sincerely,

Leonard Woodside,

Acting Superintendent

Justin:

The soccer team won the game last night, 3-0! Every time someone scored we stood up and shouted. Then when the game was over, everyone ran on the field and cheered. It was so cool! They did it for you! . . .

Love,

Christina

"FOREVER FRIENDS"

-- Message in a heart hanging on Justin Mello's locker

One bullet was all it took to kill Justin Mello. This, according to those who knew him, was the kind of kid we lost.

The kind who sat down next to you if you looked upset, and made a face, or cracked a joke.

The kind who, after every soccer game, went to the referees and shook their hands.

The kind who slid his palm on the chair as you were about to sit down, or who grabbed you from behind and laughed, or who raced to the most comfortable stool in science lab, said, "Ha! I got it!" then gave it to you anyhow.

The kind who banged pots and pans on New Year's Eve, the kind who worked at the student-run candy shop and slipped his friends free taffy, the kind who, even at age 16, could be seen playing with the neighborhood children, rolling in the grass, giving them horsey rides.

Girls called him "Babe." Or "Muffin Butt." Guys called him "Mello Yellow." He was working to save money for his father's 1994 Sonoma truck, and had put away
$4,000.

He was nominated for the National Honor Society.

He was a defender on the soccer team.

He was 6-feet-1.

He was dead.

"At the hospital, they took me into an emergency room," Henry Mello, 48, says now, his expression a dull gaze. "There were four or five steel tables. I didn't really see anything. Then the doctor walked up and there was this yellow bag laying there, and he started to unzip it. I walked over, and it was Justin...."

He stops. He inhales. He is sitting at a dining room table, near a small plate of fruit and cookies put out for a visitor. Next to him sits his wife, Denise, 44, who looks devastated even when she smiles, and their 18-year-old daughter, Leah, a college student who was sleeping in her apartment when she got the call saying her kid brother was dead.

In the adjacent den is the Mellos' youngest child, 12-year-old Trevor, who is playing a video game near a large Christmas tree. As is often the case when a child is lost, the air in the house seems heavy, the weight of a ghost.

"He was shot in the back of his head," Henry continues. "And the bullet came out just above his eye. It was bad. They closed up the bag. Then Denise came in...."

"He told me I shouldn't see the body," Denise says.

"I didn't think she'd want to go."

"But I felt like I had to...."

"To have them unzip this bag...."

"When I saw him, I was in shock...."

"It's such a cold thing."

"I couldn't cry."

"And I couldn't stop."

God picks his flowers at varying stages

Some in full bloom and some at tender ages

He loans us our friends for a year or an hour

Then thoughtfully picks the most

precious blossomed flower

...Thanks for the good times, Justin

-- From a scrapbook assembled by Mello's classmates at Anchor Bay High School

Police in New Baltimore wanted this case solved. Theirs was not a town for murders. It was a place where people fished, where they bowled, where visitors took boats out on Anchor Bay and Lake St. Clair. Bloody murders, senseless violence, a dead body in a pizza cooler -- this was all so alien.

Working with outside help from county, state and federal authorities, a task force was assembled to find the killer. Initially, police were optimistic about physical evidence -- blood, fingerprints, something -- but one by one, the cards came up blank.

They combed rooftops and dredged a nearby pond. No gun was found.

The sent divers into Lake St. Clair. Still no gun.

Fingerprints proved inconclusive. Search warrants yielded nothing.

The pizza shop had a surveillance system, but there was no tape in the video recorder.

And their first suspect, a 28-year-old Macomb County man found hiding under a bed in Detroit, was cleared after passing a lie-detector test.

Crime scenes dry up quickly. Several days after the shooting, there was still no one in custody.

Meanwhile, the community ached for justice, even as it mourned the loss of a favorite son. Mancino's, which remained closed, became a virtual shrine, ringed by flowers, candles, poems and stuffed animals. So did the large white anchor by the front lawn of Anchor Bay High School. It was painted with messages -- God Bless, See You When We Get There -- and became a gathering spot for confused and angry teens trying to make sense of, what was, for many, their first exposure to death.

The soccer team, for which Justin had been a rugged, steady defender known for seeing the field, protecting his area, and occasionally, though legally, laying into an opposing player, had a district playoff game scheduled Monday night. The coach, Bob Grammens, called a team meeting and asked the players whether they wanted to cancel.

They said no.

Instead they would dedicate the game to Justin and would win it in his memory.

Although soccer matches at Anchor Bay High usually draw about 100 people, more than 2,000 came out for this one. The players wore armbands with Justin's No. 20. There was a moment of silence at the start, and a special memorial performance by the dance team at halftime.

"There was every kind of kid in the crowd," recalls Don Dziuk, an assistant coach. "I mean, kids who would never come to sports events were there. So were their parents, their grandparents. We won the game and people were running onto the field. The whole night, looking back, was surreal."

And then came the cold daylight.

Justin's body was on view Tuesday and Wednesday. The crowds at the funeral home were so enormous, people had to wait in line to get in. Many of the mourners didn't even know Justin. But this is the kind of town he lived in, the kind where murder is foreign and unfathomable, and grieving is a communal emotion.

At one point, with the hallways packed, Leah, Justin's older sister, entered a sitting room stuffed with crying teenagers. She edged to the front and said,
"I want you to tell me about my brother."

And one by one, each kid stood up and said something. Some told stories. Some read poems. One teenager after another, talking about a dead boy's practical jokes, about his comforting ways, about his eyes and his smile. It was as if they had lost a healer, and were now trying to heal themselves.

The funeral itself was almost too much to bear. Henry stood and read a
"letter" from Justin in heaven.

"Dear Dad,

"How ya doin? Do you see it? I know you do.... Our whole community is in such pain right now....

"Please apologize to everyone at the soccer game for me.... I started to cry. I had no idea that would cause the rain to come. I know the guys on the team didn't mind, but I'm sorry I got the fans all wet....

"Please take this strength and use it to heal our family ...use it to heal our community.... Seek out those people that are hurting. Tell them to cry, to kick things.... Then, when they are done, tell them to remember me for all of the kind and good things they are saying about me....

"I love you, Dad. Keep the faith.

"Justin."

One bullet. One kid. One town. One grave.

"Someday you will be caught and you will pay for what you did"

-- A sign hung on Mancino's the week after the murder

Not everyone in New Baltimore is on the soccer team or in the National Honor Society. Follow that bullet now, as it rivets through a fraternity of underachievers, kids for whom pot, beer, an odd job and the occasional party are enough.

Three young men, Jonathan Kaled, 18, Frank Kuecken, 19, and Matthew Daniels, 16, seem to fit the profile. Kaled, who recently dropped out of Anchor Bay High, had a rap sheet of minor offenses, including drug possession and breaking into a Jeep. Daniels also had dropped out of Anchor Bay High, and had several minor scrapes with the law. Kuecken, who dropped out of Hazel Park High in 1999, had been working as a pressman at a tool company.

All three youths, who had known each other and worked together as stock boys in a market -- until Kaled was caught stealing beer in a trash can -- had been at a bonfire party in nearby New Haven the night of the murder. The party was reportedly rife with marijuana and alcohol.

Still, all three, Kaled, Kuecken and Daniels, began the morning of Oct. 26 -- Justin's funeral day -- as free men.

Before the next sunrise, they were being held for murder.

According to State Police Lt. Charles Schumacher, who works with COMET, a multi-jurisdictional task force, police were following tips from former Mancino's employees. One of them, Schumacher says, claimed he overheard Kaled talking about what an easy robbery Mancino's would make. After more questioning and more witnesses, the trio was taken in for questioning.

All three were read their Miranda rights. Each was interrogated separately. Only Daniels had a parent with him, his mother. The questioning began between 8 and 9 at night.

By the wee hours Friday morning, police had two signed confessions.

Kaled confessed to shooting Justin Mello, claiming that it was an accident, that he went into Mancino's alone, that he intended only to rob the place, that the gun went off as he was backing up.

Kuecken confessed to driving the getaway truck and offered two versions in two separate interviews, both implicating Kaled in the shooting.

Daniels confessed nothing, although Kaled and Kuecken said he supplied the gun and later got rid of it.

When news leaked that the police had three young men in custody, a wave of relief went through New Baltimore, followed by ripples of anger that the guilty parties could be homegrown.

Kids wrote messages to Justin, saying, "They got the guys who did it." Others wrote letters to the Mello family, wishing speedy justice. The newspapers reported that the suspected killers had confessed.

For a brief moment, the bullet seemed to have come to rest.

Then the families of the charged teens hired lawyers.

And a few days later, everything changed.

"My own mother called me up and said, 'How much are they paying you?' She said, 'I am willing to go in my bank account and pay you the same amount of money NOT to take this case.' "

-- James Howarth, attorney for an accused killer

Jonathan Kaled has a pudgy build and wears his hair short. A few nights after confessing to murder, he sat in a cell at the Macomb County Jail and told James Howarth a different story.

Howarth, a veteran attorney, had been through this before. He had no desire to take on a small town, a police force or Schumacher, a man he says he knows and respects. "I told the family before I went to see Jonathan that this was not a case I wanted unless I was completely convinced he didn't do it."

By the time he left the jail, Howarth was convinced.

Kaled -- whom Howarth describes as "a highly susceptible 18-year-old who does not hold up well to pressure" -- said his confession was coerced. He said he only signed it to stop the incessant questioning.

The truth, Kaled said, is that he was nowhere near Mancino's.

The truth, Kaled said, is that he was at the bonfire party all night.

The truth, Kaled said, is that he was innocent.

Howarth listened, and his mind was made up.

Kaled -- like Kuecken -- would plead not guilty.

"If there was something to back up the piece of paper my client signed -- one scrap of evidence, a gun, a fingerprint, a fiber, anything! -- then I would be highly concerned that I was representing a guilty person rather than an innocent one," Howarth says. "But the fact is, he's an 18-year-old who probably has attention deficit disorder. They question him from 8:30 at night to 1:30 in the morning. He's questioned by highly skilled officers, then gets
'softened up' by local guys -- the classic good cop, bad cop thing.

"The local guys say, 'We know you. We know your family. We think this is terrible, but those guys are coming back for more questions. Maybe it's not as bad as they say. Maybe you went into that pizza place just to rob it and you accidentally shot the kid.' . . .

"And all of a sudden, that's what my client says."

The accusations are vehemently denied by Schumacher and Robert Merrelli, a Macomb County assistant prosecutor. Both say the interrogations were legitimate.

"I was there, overseeing it," Schumacher says. "And everything was done by the book."

Adds Merrelli: "Both of these suspects gave details only the people who committed the crime could have known."

Still, Howarth and Paul Stablein, the lawyer who represents Kuecken, not only plan to, in effect, put the police on trial, they also will try to raise reasonable doubt with several other factors, including:

* A group of party-goers from the bonfire that night, who plan to testify that all three men were there at the time of the killing.

* The disturbing fact that in late November, two former employees of the New Baltimore Mancino's, Dennis Bryan, 20, and David Baumann, 19, were arrested in Kentucky after a holding up a Super 8 motel as part of a multi-state crime spree. Police found a collection of guns in their possession. (None matched the Mello killing.) More disturbingly, in their crime spree, the two allegedly murdered a Subway sandwich shop employee in St. Augustine, Fla. He was killed in almost identical fashion as Mello: shot in a cooler, execution style. And police found a map in the suspects' possession that had several red marks on it, including one on Detroit.

FBI agents already have questioned the two men about the Mello murder. Both denied involvement, even though Bryan admitted guilt in the other crimes.

Says Schumacher: "We were looking for those two even before we found (Kaled and Kuecken). The fact is, there is nothing to suggest they were in Michigan at the time of the murder. We had an FBI guy talk to Bryan in Kentucky, and Bryan told him, 'Look, I admitted to all the other stuff. If I did the one in Michigan, why wouldn't I tell you?' "

For Howarth -- whose client, like Kuecken, is facing murder charges and up to life in prison when the trial starts next month -- that is not good enough.

"You have to wonder about the gusto with which they went after those men in Kentucky," Howarth says, "especially when they think they've got their killer in jail already."

"These witnesses, like Kaled, Kuecken and Daniels, are members of a subculture of miscreants whose lives revolve around the sale and use of illegal drugs."

-- Judge Paul Cassidy, after a preliminary hearing

"I'm looking forward to his friends getting their day in court and being released. I'm not running away from my home. My son is innocent."

-- Matthew Daniels' mother, Dianne Czeiszperger, after charges against her son were dropped

A 9mm bullet is smaller than a pinky fingernail, about the size of a pencil eraser. Yet the tiny bullet from Oct. 21, whose shell ripped through Justin's head, hit the cooler floor and came to rest in a wad of pizza cheese, continues to rip through New Baltimore as if freshly fired.

For the first preliminary hearing at 42nd District Court, Kaled, Kuecken and Daniels were led out in chains and bulletproof vests. They were greeted by cheers of "We love you!" and "We're with you!" from supporters gathered outside the courthouse.

Some of the chanting came from the trio's teenaged friends -- what Judge Cassidy referred to as the "subculture of miscreants" -- and caused many in the community to shudder, including Justin's parents, Henry and Denise, who witnessed the display on their way into the courthouse.

"It made me mad," Henry says, back in the family dining room. "First of all, why are these kids not in school? Did their parents sign off notes that say,
'OK, you can go cheer for your friend?' "

Adds Denise: "I'm just appalled that anyone can do this to a family. They have no idea how many lives it affects. And it's forever. It's forever....

"I believe when they went in with a gun, they knew they were going to kill somebody.... The moral decline of all this ...I don't know, it seems like anything goes. It doesn't matter what you do, because your parents are always there to pull you out. You get parents who don't use court-appointed lawyers; they hire lawyers to get their kids a lesser sentence.

"A lesser sentence? I mean, you've got a confession.

"A confession!"

She shakes her head and looks down. And in that gush of emotion, she has crystallized the rumblings in her community.

On the one hand, there is no gun, no fingerprints, no hairs, no bloody clothes or previous convictions of violent crime. All the police have is two confessions by two high school dropouts currently sitting in Macomb County Jail. The charges against Daniels were dismissed -- although Judge Cassidy firmly said he thought Daniels was guilty -- because Daniels never confessed, and, under law, Kaled and Kuecken cannot be forced to incriminate him.

On the other hand, these are signed confessions. And, what's more, Schumacher says Kaled told police that he took Justin's wallet before shooting him. He described the contents of that wallet -- $40, a driver's license, two photos
-- even though the wallet had never even found. When police called the Mello family, they verified the wallet's contents. How would Kaled know that if he wasn't there?

Schumacher also has a witness who identified Kuecken's Ford truck as being in front of Mancino's at the time of the murder.

As to the witnesses who will claim Kaled and Kuecken were at the party all night? Well. There seems to be dispute over how many actually will testify. Schumacher says many of them have changed their stories more than once.

Then again, so have some of the witnesses who originally told police that Kaled, Kuecken and Daniels might be guilty. One such witness, Joe Gosselin, first told police he overheard a robbery plot, then recanted the story when asked to write it down. He now says he was harassed.

"I can't believe that," Schumacher says. "I shook his hand and told him he was an honest man. Next thing you know, he's taking it all back...."

And on it goes, a bullet that won't stop hitting the walls.

To Justin:

Fly, fly little wing

Fly where only the angels sing

Fly away the time is right

Go now, find the light

Love,

Anchor Bay Varsity Dance Team

Had Justin Mello not been at Mancino's that night, he would have played in that district soccer playoff game. He would have worn his No. 20 uniform. He would have come home afterward and relived the game with his parents. And he would have bugged his father about that GMC truck.

"He used to check the Blue Book prices," Henry says, "and he'd say, 'Dad, it's coming down....'

"Sometimes, when I'm driving my truck now, I think, 'Justin should be doing this.' If it needs a new battery, 'Justin should be buying it.' If it needs gas, 'Justin should be filling it up.' This truck is supposed to be his...."

He shakes his head.

"It's supposed to be his...."

What is supposed to be. That is the true victim in New Baltimore. Small towns are supposed to be safe. Parents are supposed to be able to leave 16-year-olds on their own, without worrying about them dying. Schools are supposed to be for learning, not memorial services. Children are supposed to outlive their parents.

What is supposed to be . . .

Dan Buchman, the other Mancino's worker, was the last good friend to see Justin alive. He thinks a lot about that night, what might have been if he stayed, why Justin, not him. He thinks about when he told his buddy, "See you at soccer practice tomorrow," and he rabbit-punched his arm and Justin smiled and said, "See ya."

"That's the thing I miss the most," Buchman says now, his voice a scratchy mix of adolescent tones, "his big smile, you know? The way you'd go to school in the morning and you'd feel a hit on your shoulder and you'd turn around and there he was."

And now, nothing. They turn around and all they see is an empty locker, an empty chair, an empty soccer jersey, an empty bed. In the end, this is not about Kaled and Kuecken, or the two guys in Kentucky, or the way police interrogate, or "a subculture of miscreants."

It's about the loss of an innocent, and the innocence lost.

One night. One kid. One town shattered. The heartache, the horror, that one little bullet can do.
Why Did Kenny Have to Die?

By Mitch Albom
Published: 12/24/1997
First in a series on heartbreaks and hopes of unsung Detroit area athletes.

His 17th birthday was held in a cemetery. His family, friends and teammates gathered on a cold October afternoon with gifts, balloons, even a cake. The ground was wet, so they spread out plastic trash bags and sat down. They lit a maize-and-blue candle from the University of Michigan, where he had hoped to play football one day. And as the skies darkened, they sang a soft rendition of "Happy Birthday."

They sang it to a tombstone.

Later, as they left, the wind whipped up and blew out the candle. It lifted some of the balloons over the fence and into a nearby tree. If you drive past the graveyard now, you still can see a shrinking balloon stuck in the branches. In some ways, it is like the teenagers on the streets below, trapped by location, slowly oozing life.

Let's talk about a neighborhood where nobody walks home from school anymore, where metal detectors are at the school doors, where nearly every student has a gun or knows where to get one. Let's talk about a neighborhood where a young football player named Kenny Baumgart, the son of two cops, took a bullet through the lung from a kid he didn't even know, over an argument that nobody can even remember. It happened in the school parking lot. Several shots were fired. People screamed. Next thing you knew, his older brother was carrying Kenny's limp and bleeding body into Holy Cross Hospital, yelling, "Somebody help me, my brother's been shot...."

Let's talk about a neighborhood that is not in the Middle East, not in the Wild West, but is right here, in your hometown, just a bullet trajectory across Eight Mile Road, the invisible border that separates Detroit's city from Detroit's suburbs -- and, for many people, caring from not caring.

That has to stop. We all need to care. Kenny Baumgart was 5-feet-9 and 165 pounds, played football like a tank, talked tough and didn't back down from fights. He was no angel. But he didn't deserve to die. When he crumpled that Monday afternoon in the asphalt outside Pershing High School, a piece of the city went down with him.

If we can't keep the son of two cops alive, how much hope do we have?

Family sought safer ground

"The ironic thing is, we moved here because the gangs in our old neighborhood had us worried," Debi Hillock says. She sits at a table in the bungalow house on Norwood, on Detroit's northeast side. She is wearing a sweatshirt, puffing a cigarette. A veteran of the police force, she has seen death in all its forms. She always came to work the next day. Since Kenny died, however, she has not returned to the force. She looks less like an officer now and more like a mother, one who has cried too much in the last few months for her face to look well-rested.

Sitting next to her is her husband, Kenny's stepfather, Jim Hillock, also a Detroit cop. He had endorsed the move to this neighborhood. As a youth, he, too, had attended Pershing. So when Kenny said he wanted to go there because he liked the football program, Jim thought, "Well, I survived it...."

Yes, the Hillocks and their family are white. Yes, they live in an almost exclusively black neighborhood. No, that didn't bother them, and it didn't bother Kenny. His girlfriend was black. Many of his friends were black. His teammates on the Pershing junior varsity team were almost all black. One of them was named Ventonio Johnson, a tailback he met on the first day of football practice.

"Who wants to try and get past this guy?" the coach asked, pointing to Ventonio.

"I'll go, Coach, I'll go!" Kenny yelled.

Ventonio was bigger. Kenny sized him up. Kenny plowed into Ventonio and knocked him back three feet.

They were friends ever since.

This should be celebrated, no? Color-blindness in the inner city? Well. Not everyone was so open-minded. The gangs that own the streets in the Hillocks' neighborhood took a quick dislike to Kenny. Maybe because he was white. Maybe because he didn't back down from an argument. Whatever the reason, that was the end of the peaceful coexistence.

And the beginning of his death.

"You want to know how this whole thing started?" says Dujuan Davenport, another black Pershing student who counts himself as a close friend of Baumgart's. "The whole thing started when this guy Elijah went up to Kenny's girlfriend after Kenny and her had a disagreement. Elijah said, 'You want me to whup his ass?' She was like, 'Nah, it ain't like that.' But Elijah wanted to impress her, so he found Kenny and he wanted to beat on him. But Kenny's strong, man. He beat Elijah instead.

"So Elijah goes back and tells his friends, and some of them are in the gang, and that was it. Kenny was white and he wasn't from around here and he was dating this black girl and he beat one of their boys. It was just a matter of time after that."

Dujuan rubs his soft, young face, which seems at odds with his explanations about murder, and the fact that he often carries a gun to school. He looks at Kenny's mother. She shakes her head.

"Truth is," Dujuan says, "around here, you don't need a reason to pop somebody."

A few troubling incidents

Fifty-three teens from ages 15 to 19 were murdered in Detroit last year. Murdered. Not illness, not car accidents. Murdered. Many were gang-related. And many of those killed were innocent bystanders, caught in crossfire. Some will tell you Kenny Baumgart was asking for his bullet. That's insane. Who asks for a bullet? It is true, Kenny went through life the way he went through a defensive line -- with a hard head. In football, as a tailback, he never ran out of bounds. He was quick to defend a teammate, even if it meant fighting.

And off the field, he could be just as stubborn. He fought with his parents once about having to go on a trip to Texas, and it got so bad they tried to teach him a lesson by locking him in a youth home. The incident gave him a juvenile record.

But he was also an "A" student at Pershing who would cook pork chops and hamburgers for his younger brother and smother his mother in kisses like a happy dog. Hey. He was 16. He talked tough and tried to act tough, maybe too much. Then again, in this neighborhood, what choice do you have?

When football season ended, Kenny's problems escalated. There were incidents. Threats. Fights with the gang members. Teens jumping other teens. It is not even worth recounting them all because they began with such trivial confrontations -- "What are you looking at, you bleep"; "I heard you were talking about me, you bleep" -- that it only makes them more depressing.

The worst part is, these confrontations don't end with words anymore, they end with weapons. "Just about everyone I know has a gun," Dujuan Davenport says.
"You can get into school with one easy."

What about the metal detectors, he is asked.

"They go off all the time. Kids wait until the bell rings, then run through, and the guards just wave you in and say, 'Hurry up, hurry up.' "

This may or may not explain how the gun that killed Kenny Baumgart got onto the Pershing premises that day. You would first have to explain how the shooter got there. His name is Darrell Hagerman. He was not even a student at Pershing. He attended Frederick Douglass Academy, an alternative school for troubled kids. But he was in Pershing's halls that Monday morning -- even though you're supposed to have an ID -- and that's when Kenny's friend, Ventonio, bumped Hagerman's cousin, a freshman named Michael McCune.

A bump? That's what this was all about?

The two teens had words. Later in the day, they had more words and a teacher had to separate them. Hagerman left school and came back with a .357 Magnum. That's how tough it is for kids to get a weapon in Detroit. You go home and grab one as if you forgot your lunch.

"The thing is, Kenny really wasn't involved in that whole fight," says his older brother, Shawn. "It was just because he was friends with Ventonio. After school, they were getting ready to leave together. I was in the parking lot, too, in my car. And those guys came up and started arguing."

Those guys were McCune, 15; Hagerman, 16; and another freshman, Larry Walker, 15. The arguments were the awful macho boasting that leads to tragedy.

"You ain't s---."

"No, you ain't s---."

"F--- you."

"F--- you back."

Finally, Shawn says, he yelled to his brother and Ventonio to let it go and get in the car. Kenny acknowledged his brother's advice, waved a dismissive hand at the trio and turned to walk away. That, Shawn says, is when Hagerman pulled out his death toy and started firing.

"I ducked onto the seat and heard one shot, then two," Shawn says. "Then I saw him firing in the air a few times. Then he put the gun back in his pants and left."

Shawn looked across and saw Ventonio staring at his brother, who was lying in a heap. Shawn thought Kenny might be protecting himself, too.

He wasn't. A bullet had entered Kenny's back below his left shoulder blade and had gone through a lung, nicked his heart, aorta and esophagus.

He was already dying.

Shawn lifted him from the spreading blood and put him in the front seat. He drove madly to Holy Cross Hospital, jumping lanes, running lights, going on curbs, yelling all the time to his brother, "Don't die. Come on! Don't die!"

His thoughts, he says now, were: "This ain't no movie."

When he reached the hospital, he screeched to a stop and carried his brother inside. Blood was soaking Kenny's black Pelle Pelle jacket, his favorite Christmas present from last year. His eyes were closed. Shawn hollered for help. A woman yelled "this way" and he followed her into an elevator and upstairs, then placed Kenny on a rolling bed and watched helplessly as he was taken away by doctors, another what-for in a city full of what-fors.

He was dead on arrival.

The suffering continues

These days, the Hillock family stays mostly inside the house on Norwood. Christmas, they admit, will not be very festive. Kenny's younger brother, Robert, 15, fears for his life. He has been told the gang won't be happy until he is gone, too. Sometimes his stepfather sleeps near the front of the house, with his weapon nearby, just in case. Again, we remind you, this is not in some far-off country. This is, depending on where you live in the suburbs, maybe two miles, three miles, five miles away.

"It's a hell of a life, isn't it?" Jim Hillock says.

It is not a life at all. Debi is trying to make a new start, out of state. She says she can't take living in a place "where 16-year-olds say, 'If it's my time, it's my time.' " She hasn't gone back to police work at least partly because "I can't tell people lies anymore. I can't tell them someone will help them."

Meanwhile, Kenny's friends, like Dujuan Davenport, wonder whether they'll have to pay for a continued friendship with the family. Not long ago, a car pulled up alongside Dujuan with several gang members inside. One of them reached down, perhaps for a gun, and a kid in the backseat smiled at Dujuan and waved bye-bye.

"I thought my life was over," Dujuan says.

What did he do?

"I pulled out my gun and started shooting and they drove away."

There is no point in looking for innocence in this story. Innocence is an unaffordable luxury. For all the talk about the revitalization of Detroit, there are far too many parts where dodging bullets is still a childhood activity. When police officers are mourning their kids, something is out of control.

Darrell Hagerman was convicted of second-degree murder. He cried at the verdict. Kenny Baumgart was buried in his Pershing football jersey. To this day, some people say he was simply in the wrong place. The problem is, it's all the wrong place, isn't it? A school is no place for a gun, a cemetery is no place for a birthday party, and these streets are no place for our children. The question isn't what side of Eight Mile Road do they live on. The question is: Are we going to save them, or aren't we?

Some golf rules are bunk
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US Presswire, AP Photo, Getty ImagesDustin Johnson, Roberto De Vicenzo, and Michelle Wie have all been the victims of dumb golf rules. 

Golf is the best game with the stupidest rules ever invented. 

It is considered heroic to call violations of these rules on yourself, even when the rules themselves are as dumb as a box of hair.

For instance, Dustin Johnson just lost the PGA Championship (and at least $1 million) for grounding his club harmlessly in a bunker. He made a 5 on that 18th hole at Whistling Straits, putting him in a playoff, only to be told by a man in an oddly colored blazer that he actually made a 7, dropping him to fifth, and out of the playoff. He was rightly bent by it. If he could've stolen two beers and popped the slide, he might've.

Why Whistling Straits calls unkempt, unraked, shaggy pits of sand that spectators have been standing in, sitting in, sleeping in, eating in and smoking in all week bunkers, I'll never know. It's a local rule that makes no sense at a spectator tournament.

Of course, Johnson should've seen the rule posted in the locker room: 

"All areas of the course that were designed and built as sand bunkers will be played as bunkers (hazards), whether or not they have been raked."

Even the ones 50 feet outside the ropes. Fine. His bad.

But Whistling Straits was asking the players to treat these pits like bunkers when the course itself didn't treat them like bunkers. Whistling Straits didn't rake them, and didn't protect them from fans, footprints, strollers, beer cans or napping babies. 

The reason you can't ground your club in a bunker is that you might (a) be able to move enough sand to improve your lie and (b) you might be able to "test the surface," i.e. figure out if there's a lot of sand under your ball, not much sand, soft sand, hard sand, rocks, etc. But when a bunker gets treated like a weedy bleacher, with thousands of people clomping through it, it's no longer a bunker, nor should it be played as one. It's not a bunker anymore, it's a dirt path. 

Johnson in no way violated the spirit of the grounding-the-club rule. All he did was gingerly set his club behind the ball and swing. No advantage gained. Yes, he was stupid to violate the rule. But Whistling Straits was stupid to make it.

Let me ask you this: How was Johnson even supposed to know he was in a bunker? He's played golf most of his 26 years and never before has he come upon a bunker where a dozen people were standing in it with him. Has it ever happened to you? If Whistling Straits is so intent on playing a slab of trampled sand as a bunker, doesn't it owe it to the players to maintain it like one? Why didn't it have ropes around them if it was expecting players to have to play out of them with such tenderness?

Even the champion's caddy thought it was a joke. "It's a bit farcical," said Scotsman Craig Connelly, the caddy for Martin Kaymer. "You can't have bunkers that people are walking through and grass is growing out of. It is a pathetic ruling to say that was a bunker."

Golf is an ass sometimes.

To wit:

• Ball in a divot in the middle of the fairway. You can't move it. Congrats, you've just been penalized for hitting a fairway. You can get a free drop from ground under repair, a French drain, a staked tree, a man-made obstruction, a fence, a wall and a crane, but you can't get a free drop from some guy who swings like John Henry? It's man-made!

You have five minutes to find a lost ball. You can't have five minutes to find your scorecard and sign it? It takes a tiny mind to think up a rule that small. 

• Tapping down a spike mark. Just before you try your 5-foot birdie putt, your 400-pound cousin walks across your line, leaving the Mt. Vesuvius of spike marks. The rules forbid you from flattening it out. Golf should never mean having to hook a 5-foot putt. 

• Signing the card. Two summers ago, Michelle Wie turned in her second-place scorecard at the State Farm tournament and forgot to sign it until she'd left "the scoring area." Somebody chased her down and told her and she hurried back to sign it. Too late. She'd already been disqualified. She hadn't left the course, hadn't left the grounds, hadn't even left the clubhouse, but she'd left the roped-off "scoring area" around the scoring tent. Who decides what the "scoring area" is? You have five minutes to find a lost ball. You can't have five minutes to find your scorecard and sign it? It takes a tiny mind to think up a rule that small. 

• Signing for a higher score. The famous Roberto De Vicenzo incident at the 1968 Masters. You sign for a higher score, you get that score. Makes absolutely no sense. Does Kobe Bryant have to keep the game score? Does he lose if he gets it wrong? Is math a golf skill? 

• Wind. If the wind moves your golf ball and your club was near it, or addressing it, it's counted as a shot. That's not a shot, that's an act of God!

Golf is a gentlemen's game. It's just that the gentlemen who run it -- especially at Whistling Straits last weekend -- have too much damn time on their hands.

It's an Ad, Ad, Ad, Ad World 
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Do you get a facial tic when you see boxers renting the very skin on their backs for cheesy online casino ads? 

Do you grind your molars when you see the feared Oakland Raiders play at Network Associates Coliseum? 

Do you gnaw on a table leg when you read how the Boston Red Sox just sold ad space on the home run nets atop the Green Monster? 

Not me. I want more ads. I want them everywhere. The more the better. If they could find a way to project the Pepsodent logo onto Tiger Woods's pearly whites, I would be delighted. 

I used to be like you. I used to curse the fact that ads are taking over every square centimeter of sports. That is, until I read that someday, logos could be genetically imprinted on butterflies. 

Schweitzer! There's a rare blue-winged Blockbuster! 

That's the day I lost all hope. Like Captain Queeg with the strawberries, I snapped. Now I am insatiable. The sooner all our games are covered in ads, the better. I want ads everywhere, anywhere! 

It's not enough that Linford Christie once wore the Puma logo on his contact lenses. Or that Rasheed Wallace considered letting a candy company tattoo its logo on his body. Why can't Kurt Warner shave the Campbell's soup logo into his famous stubble? Why can't Edgerrin James spell out SONY on his gold front teeth? 

It's not enough that the networks project ads onto the wall behind home plate. Why can't they put the Target logo in the catcher's glove? The Tidy Bowl man on the dugout water cooler? A Starbucks logo on Joe Torre's plastic foam cup? 

It's not enough that bulls in rodeos are now named after products. (Do you realize you can ride Durango Skoal?) We need people named after products. George Foreman named five of his boys George. Couldn't the next few be called Fireman's Fund Foreman? 

Think of how much ad space is wasted at the Olympics alone! Do Olympic committees really need both sides of the gold medal? What about ads on swimmers' Speedos? (Some affording more space than others.) Or on the bottom of Michelle Kwan's skates? 

People, we need to plaster outside the box here! We need to start thinking like Acclaim Entertainment, the New York-based video-game company, which says it will begin offering fees to relatives of the deceased if it can put small billboards on gravestones in Great Britain. 

Brother: Where's Grandpa again? 

Sister: Under the Marlboro ad, ditwad! 

It's not enough that we have college football players with swooshes on their uniforms playing for the Sears Trophy on a football field with a big Tostitos logo stenciled in the middle. We need ads on the cheerleaders (Wonderbra) and on the team benches ("Get your butt into a Ford!") and even on the stretcher (Advil). 

It's not enough that the LPGA just played the Jamie Farr Kroger Classic Presented by Alltel. Doesn't the Dr. Irwin Schmaltz Clinic of Nasal Plastic Surgery Sponsors the Jamie Farr Kroger Classic Presented by Alltel with Additional Support from Qualcomm in Case Alltel Goes Broke Between Now and Sunday have a nice ring to it? 

Why can't we be like Mexico, where, seconds before the opening kickoff of soccer matches, a huge digital Coke bottle rises out of the midfield circle, begins spinning madly and then retreats into the earth? We have the perfect place for that in this country: Dick Vitale's mouth. 

Hell, what are colleges waiting for? There's money to be made, people! Why not call yourself the Akron Ziplocs? The Rice-a-Roni Owls? The Pittsburgh Paints? Do you realize how much money the University of Arkansas would make if it'd simply change "Whoooo, pig, sooey!" to "AFLAC"? 

It's not enough that there are ads on our urinal cakes, our fortune cookies, our ski-lift chairs and our bananas! It's not enough that ads are rolled into our beach sand, beamed onto our buildings, plastered onto our buses. Why hasn't somebody figured out a way to project an ad onto the moon or get bluebirds to whistle the Chevy jingle? 

Luckily, the future is shaping up ad-tastically. Already, virtual ad companies like Princeton Video Image are refining technology that allows them to do cyber product placement in old movies and TV shows. Can you imagine what they can do to old sports movies? 

Honey, do you remember Rocky hitting Apollo Creed with his Palm Pilot? 
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