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FOR THE BIRDS 

“‘Hope’ is the thing with feathers”—emily dickinson

O
n occasion, I entertain the idea of joining bird-watching organizations or the 

Audubon Society, because I am a lover of birds. It makes sense to be among like-

minded people whom one can learn more about birds from. It does . . . until you 

meet them.

Bird-watching groups are full of the “birdier-than-thou” crowd who lug their dog-eared 

Sibley and Peterson guides around in an L.L. Bean field bag and appraise you from head to 

toe when you make their acquaintance. 

I’ve attempted to blend in with the bird-wise on a few occasions over the last three 

decades. One time, I found myself not far from Cape May, New Jersey on the day of a big 

gathering to count birds as they migrated; this being one of the optimum migration paths 

in the country. 

I signed up and paid my fee, bought a fancy-schmancy bird guide and a shoulder-bag 

and took the bus down there from Philadelphia, absolutely as giddy as a school girl to be 

among the birdy elite. 

Let me tell you, Bunky, I was ready. I brought a new Moleskine, some sketching stuff, 

washes and watercolors and ink. I brought my old army binoculars that I’d won in a card 

game, an outdoorsman vest and a pair of hiking shoes. I looked like Tony J. Bird-Guy. 

I got to the Cape May observation point and started to mingle among my people, the  

Bird-Wise. 

And let me tell you, a more contemptible collection of insufferable, snotty pukes, 

you will never meet. When I got there, it was clear that a lot of these people knew each 

other; lots of Sierra Club t-shirts and crushed boonie-hats—some adorned with one or 

two feathers. A lot of very expensive outerwear and many people sporting zinc-oxide on 

their noses.

About twenty-five feet from the crowd, I quickly surmised there was really nobody for 

me to talk to, so I fired up a cigarette. No sooner had I done this than a pinch-faced old 
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bitch in a jumpsuit and a John Deere hat sprinted at me. She was apoplectic—stamping her 

feet and snorting, “You CANNOT DO THAT HERE!” 

I honestly didn’t know what the fuck she was talking about. 

I said, “Do what?” 

She screamed, “SMOKE! You can’t SMOKE here, fella. This is a sanctuary for 

BIRDS, sir!” 

I calmly told her that I was outside and technically, that meant I was in the world’s 

largest smoking section. I also told her that the birds didn’t give a fuck if I smoked or 

not. She continued stamping her feet and turned in a circle, yelling, “You will put that out 

this instant!!!” 

I started laughing because it was so ridiculous—this eighty-year-old lady was acting 

like a fucking two-year old. I decided that I’d be goddamned if I allowed myself to be 

bullied by this fossil. At this point, a slightly younger old guy came over and said, “Do what 

she says . . . at once!” 

Now I got pissed. I told him I was too nice a guy to slap the shit out of a spoiled and 

entitled old lady, but I promised him I’d have no problem stomping his wrinkled ass. I told 

him he should find another place in Cape May to be an asshole, and that he should bring 

the whirling hearse-bait with him. 

Soon I had all of the room I wanted in Cape May, New Jersey—word had circulated 

amid the khaki-clad geeks that I was not good “birder people.” 

Boo-hoo. 

When I was a kid I saw a goldfinch on the ground. From a ways off, it looked like a 

clump of dandelions. When I got close, it exploded to life—a bright yellow whir of feathers 

and sound, like a tiny sun. It flew almost straight up into my face and I felt a slight whoosh 

of warm air. And then it was gone. It was magical in a way I didn’t understand, how it was 

one moment inanimate, and the next, it burst to life.

When I got home, I tried to convince my mother that I had seen a dandelion turn into 

a bird and fly. 

My father had a heart attack when I was five. My grandmother came to live with us to 

help my mother with me and my seven siblings. Every morning she would toast a piece of 

bread and spread some jelly onto it. She’d then break it into small pieces and throw it out the 

back door for the birds. I was shocked. In a family of eight kids, it was a sin to waste food.
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I asked my grandmother, Mamie, why she was giving our bread to the birds? Why she 

was wasting food? 

At first she ignored me and just looked out the window, listening with this wistful 

half-smile on her face. After the third time I asked, she held her finger up and quietly 

said, “Listen…”

And for the first time I heard it . . . blackbirds, sparrows, house finches and 

mourning doves.

My grandmother looked down at me and said, “For a piece of bread, you can hear 

God sing.”
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RAG ON MY HEAD 

“You’re nobody (’til somebody kills you).”—biggie smalls

O
ne of the  grace notes of having kids is that they will inevitably listen to different 

music than you do. I once hated the stuff my father listened to—mostly big-band 

music circa World War II like Glenn Miller, or the jump and swing music of that 

era, stuff I later came to find interesting. Where my father and I found common ground 

was in Louis Armstrong and the music of New Orleans. 

It is a little like that with my kids. My son Max used to get fifty bones a week to load 

my iPod—I’d write down all of the music I wanted and then he’d add all of the things 

he was listening to. He likes Kanye and Jay-Z, lots of rap and jazz and soul mash-ups of 

every sort and he has a way of putting lists of like-spirited sounds together. In short, he 

earned his dough. 

I liked what he listened to, with a few exceptions, and he liked some of the stuff I 

listened to. It is one of the things he and I can easily talk about and enjoy together.  For 

about the past year, my son and his pal Ashkon, who works for me, had been playing the 

mix tape of a young rapper named Rodney Kyles Jr. A song on this mix tape had been 

rattling around in my head for months: “Rag On My Head.” 

It is at once hypnotic, droning and mesmerizing. It’s an incantation to a better world, 

yet at the same time, a world-weary affirmation that young Mr. Kyles knows exactly how 

the world sees him. In Obama’s “post-racial” America Rodney Kyles knew that to be 

young, male and black in America, to be at the opposite end of economic advantage, is to 

be in exile. His raps are less angry, and more cynically resigned to this idea. Unlike a lot 

of rap, Rodney Kyles Jr. was not the least bit naive about what this supposed post-racial 

culture had left him and his crew. 

If this seems like a cynical or hopeless statement, look at the stats for young black 

males in America and know that more young black men go to prison than to college. 

These are ugly, sobering truths and “In Rod We Lust,” Kyles’ first and last musical
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will and testament, his rhymes are shot through with these icy truths. There is something 

edifying about one who sees the world for what it is. 

A young man able to shut out the giddy noise and the feel-good bromides about 

America, and realize there is still much inequality and inequity, and that he is an 

inhabitant of a world and city still encoded by class and skin color. 

I wish I could ask Rodney Kyles Jr. about this—I can’t. In September of last year, 

he was stabbed to death in Lincoln Park. He and another man bumped each other on a 

sidewalk on the 1100 block of West Wrightwood after a party. Words were exchanged, 

and the other man, described as white, blond and six-foot-three, pulled a knife and 

stabbed Rodney Kyles twice. 

This happened in front of several witnesses. Nobody has ever been arrested for this. 

It is easy to become cynical about crime in Chicago. Rahm Emanuel, for all of his puffery, 

has done nothing to curb violent crime—nor has his new police chief, Garry McCarthy. 

These guys love their stats. Almost every homicide of a young black male gets thrown 

into the “gang violence” bin. Well, here is a newsflash: Rodney Kyles Jr. was not part of a 

gang, as synonymous as “rapper” may be with “gang-banger” to the police. Rodney Kyles 

was a college student. A kid who hung out with filmmakers, skateboarders and artists, 

rather than bangers. 

Eyewitnesses to  Kyles’ killing told other kids—including mine—that the police were 

in no great hurry to summon an ambulance that evening. One wonders if this would have 

been their attitude had Kyles been a white youth bleeding to death in Lincoln Park. 

I know of him because he was a friend of my children. They tell me he was a 

charismatic, if troubled, guy who was the leader of an assemblage of aspiring rappers and 

skate artists that went by the moniker of “Scoom Squad.” 

At the time Kyles was a student at Roosevelt University studying philosophy and 

history. In the mix tape he left on the Internet, it’s obvious Rodney and the Scoom 

Squad had a taste for rebellion, and they also had some deep questions about America, 

the world, and their place in it. There is a gritty intelligence and wit at work in Rodney 

Kyles’ songs. As far as I know, he’d never performed any of these songs. He was at the 

beginning, and from what he left behind, I feel like he’d have gotten somewhere. These 

are a collection of unpolished gems that are as filmic as a Melvin Van Peebles film or an 

Iceberg Slim novel. 
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Kyles’ ability to build atmospheric layers with nothing but voices is uncanny and 

dramatic, and at times, the songs are as howlingly funny as they are pitch dark. There was 

a musically and socially percussive mind at work here, and when one hears this collection 

of jams, one cannot help but mourn the songs this young man will never write.
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STUDS TERKEL, 
WITNESS TO A CENTURY 

T
here are lots of ways to learn history—you can read the books, pull up the old 

newspaper accounts, watch PBS—and oftentimes what we come away with are the lies 

we’ve all agreed upon. History is a funny word. In my own lifetime there have been the 

brazen public assassinations of a president, rock stars and civil rights leaders—and all of the 

witnesses seem to tell a different story of the same event. We think of history as something 

that happened a hundred years ago, or ten years ago. This is wrong; like evolution—another 

funny word—it is happening now, as we speak, and we change incrementally because of it. 

The transcendent moments happen as much in the mundane day-to-day as they do in times 

of conflict and controversy. It was our good fortune that we had Studs Terkel around to help 

parse this.

In the past couple of weeks there have been many celebrations and memorials 

and much testimony to Studs. I cannot think of a more necessary Chicagoan in all of 

our history. 

I am hardly impartial. He was and is my hero. He helped shape the way I see the world, 

my community, my city and my nation. 

He taught me that everyone mattered, that we are our brother’s keeper, that injustice 

prevails when good people do nothing. 

In his ninety-six years, every time there was occasion to be on the right and just side of 

an issue or a movement, there was Studs. The WPA? Civil rights? The blacklist, women’s 

rights, workers’ rights, gay rights? 

Studs supported all of these causes and, in each case, did so long before it became 

popular to do so.

He paid mightily for his principles; he was blacklisted in the early fifties for refusing to 

sign a “loyalty oath.” It kept him out of work and labeled a “pinko” for the next decade or so. 

Did Studs back off?  Not on your life. He never met a petition he didn’t like and 

continued, loudly, to inveigh against institutional racism and intolerance, and began to pick 

up jazz DJ work. 
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It was our good luck, here in Chicago, that WFMT hired Studs. For the next half-

century—forty-six years actually, but let’s round it off—every morning at ten o’clock, Studs 

Terkel dignified the medium of radio with interviews, conversations, music, stories and an 

unvarnished look at the world we found ourselves in. 

If you get a chance, stream some of the interviews through the Chicago History 

Museum’s website—all of Terkel’s interviews have been digitized to preserve them Vox 
Humana, “the human voice.” 

There are some real gems in this immense collection—Studs interviewing the 

purposefully evasive young Bob Dylan, who tries his damndest to remain shrouded in 

mystery. But Dylan’s so interested in Studs that he starts interviewing him. Marlon Brando, 

the same way.

 As much as Studs liked to talk, he was an exquisite listener, and during these 

interviews he only occasionally interjects with a salient comment or question. He lets 

history go where it will take him. 

Don’t miss an opportunity to hear some of these great stories. 

It is fitting that we at Newcity celebrate Studs in our literary issue. If ever a guy 

belonged among the best of a city’s stories, it is he. 

In all of Studs’ myriad lifetimes, it is important to remember what a fine writer he was 

as well. 

His political enemies would, to no avail, try to dismiss him as a “tape-recordist”—no 

doubt resentful of the esteem in which real writers and authors held him. One needs no 

more evidence of Studs’ fine prose than his long forgotten 1986 book Chicago, a lovely, 

elegiac testimony to his city. Or Touch and Go, his memoir written in the last two years 

of his life, a life so full even Studs couldn’t get it all into one book. A year later came P.S., 
Further Thoughts from a Lifetime of Listening. Both were published to rave reviews from the 

New York Times. 
I was fortunate to know Studs for thirty-one years. People will often tell you not to 

meet your heroes—that very often, the reality is disappointing. Not so in this case. When 

I met Studs he was even more interesting in person and more fascinated by the human 

comedy that surrounded him. 

Remember to listen to some of those interviews. Vox Humana—“the human voice”—

none more so than his.
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MY PONY DRUGS 

“If you’re snorting smack when you’re twenty-one, you’re crazy. But if you’re eighty and 

you’re NOT snorting smack, well . . . then, you’re really out of your mind.”

—alan arkin as edwin hoover in little miss sunshine (2006)

E
very year for the past twenty-eight years, October 5th rolls around, and I have a quiet 

thought about my sobriety. It is the thing I am most grateful for in this life. All else 

would not have been possible but for it. On that date in 1983, I stopped drinking and 

doing drugs. My last bender was an all-out hurricane involving whiskey, alcohol, cocaine  and 

what is now called ecstasy. We called it MDA, but it was your same basic happy-happy, warm 

and fuzzy fuck-drug that kids used to pop at raves.

There are some days I honestly miss the hell out of drugs. There are also days when 

I tell myself I’m glad I did them. Then come the days when I’m by myself and must take 

honest measure of those days, and I shake at the thought of how close I came to killing 

myself. Drugs are like that—confusing and deceptive, wily and beyond discipline (at least, 

for me) or definition.

There are also people who are just better off stoned. Reality is way too poisonous for 

them. As cynical as this sounds, we all know someone like this, for whom we are grateful 

there are drugs to channel their unpleasantness into. As sad as it is, there are those who are 

hungry for the grave or the coma and do not care who they take with them.

Teachers, parents, nuns and other authority figures would always tell me, “Drugs are 

for people who cannot handle reality.” All of these years later, I realize they’re right. It’s true. 

Not in the way they suspect, but these mulch-heads are absolutely correct.

In our own country, right now, “reality” sucks the big, blue vein. The banks, the 

politicians and our government have systematically fist-fucked the average citizen. 

Whenever Joe Sixpack walks into a business office, or his former place of employment, or 

the local chicken franchise, and empties a clip into the inhabitants, am I surprised? Truth 

be told, I’m surprised it doesn’t happen more often.

I think, sometimes, people make a choice: “Do I go home, roll up a fatty, and try to 
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put today behind me? Or do I go home, clean my guns, come back, and toe-tag as many 

of these motherfuckers as humanly possible before the cops get here and park one in 

my brisket?”

I think this choice is considered way more often than we suspect. I know perfectly 

normal, friendly, next-door-neighbor-type, regular slobs who harbor annihilation fantasies 

that would curl your hair. I have an acquaintance you’d swear is the sweetest guy in the 

world (and he is) who once, with a smile on his face , told me he’d wanted to pound a bar-b-

que spit up his ex-wife’s ass and slowly turn her over a fire.

No shit.

I don’t want there to be any obstacles between this guy and whatever stash of chill pills 

he might need to put this thought out of his head. Vicodin? Oxycontin? Percocet? Here 

you are, bro. Take two. And have a cocktail.

Jesus.

However much crime drugs account for, I’d hate like hell to think of how much there 

would be without them.

If you want an example: Prohibition.

It provided the venture capital for the rise of the most powerful criminal enterprises 

in the world. Without Prohibition? Al Capone would have been just another bartender 

in Brooklyn. A great many in our country would like to legislate our morality for us—tell 

us what we can drink, smoke, snort, where we can live, who we can fuck. These are the 

imbeciles who think the government should be your fucking mom. There is nothing in 

the Constitution that says it is the job of government to protect you from yourself. The 

founding fathers did a fairly good job of asshole-proofing our basic freedoms.

Were it up to me, drugs would be legal. All of them. You’d be able to walk into 

Walgreens and buy crack, ten rocks for a buck. Smack, ludes, acid, hash, ’shrooms, opium. 

All of it, Bunky. The whole shooting match would be as legal as Girl Scout cookies.

The War on Drugs has been a war on the poor. It has monetized a criminal empire 

that makes the bootleggers of the twenties and thirties look like rag pickers. Would a lot 

of people kill themselves with legal drugs? Yeah. The same ones who are practicing suicide 

on the installment plan now. It is sad and it is true. A certain and specific part of the 

population would not be able to handle this much freedom, just like now.

The alternative is to continue the fruitless, foolish and racist War on Drugs and 
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guarantee another generation of fifteen-year olds will be on corners spraying the rest of 

us with nine millimeter rounds. So either teach these fuckers how to shoot, or remove 

the need. Legalize drugs and you break the back of a black market and reduce gun-related 

crime by at least half. Prisons would be for violent criminals instead of unlucky potheads.

Our Mayor, to his credit, sees the folly in continuing to bust pot-heads and has 

suggested at least decriminalizing it, and he must be commended for his forward-thinking 

gesture. It is not a small thing for a big city mayor to take this step. In the past, others have 

suggested this, much to their peril politically.

There is way too much money in incarcerating people, mostly people of color. The next 

squeak-head politician you hear promising to get tough on drugs? Know that guy hasn’t a 

clue. In the early nineties the mayor of Baltimore, Curtis Schmoke, was run out of office 

for suggesting legalization. Mayor Schmoke, at the time, was presiding over a city with 

the most pernicious homicide rate in America. He had tired of passing caskets containing 

teenagers. So he suggested something smart, bold, and brave. In the American political 

theater, nothing gets you killed faster than this. The truth, in our political discourse, is still 

the most dangerous drug one can traffic in.
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ASSHOPPER 

I
f there is a cooler-looking bug than a grasshopper, I don’t know of it. They’re prehistoric 

and futuristic at the same time. Some of them even look metallic. Many a science-fiction 

monster owes its features to the grasshopper. As a kid, I caught them by the jarful, 

and they were not easy to catch. You’d have to chase the fuckers all over the field. The big 

ones could jump ten feet and the ones with wings, even further. And they didn’t like being 

caught—they fought like hell to escape.

When I was a kid, me and a few other dopes would traipse out to the field to capture 

them. My one friend’s father used to use them as bait for fishing and he’d toss us a buck or 

two if we brought him back a few jars full. Most of the time I just let mine go. The thought 

of Scotty’s father sticking a hook through them seemed more than a little cruel.

Paul Lehman, Scotty’s dad, was a thick, strong-looking guy with a tattoo of an eagle 

on his arm. Like my father, he was a WWII vet and used to cut the grass with his shirt 

off. He was a hairy motherfucker. My father used to shout across the street to him, “Hey, 

Apsey-Baby! Put your goddamn shirt on, for Christ’s sake!” Scott’s dad always complied for 

some reason.

We’d catch grasshoppers all day. They were endlessly fascinating to us. They came in 

every color and size, and whoever had the most in one peanut butter jar was considered top 

dog that day.

There was this other kid who hunted grasshoppers in the same field we did. He was an 

ill-tempered little bastard named Mark Offer, and he was mean. His mom was a waitress at 

the King Edward’s Restaurant and his older sister, Nicki, had a reputation for beating the 

hell out of boys. They were, to say the least, a formidable bunch. What bothered me about 

Mark was his cruelty.  He would kill grasshoppers with a fork he filched from the kitchen 

of the restaurant, or he would catch a whole jar of grasshoppers and pour water in the jar 

through the holes in the top and stick them in the freezer—just to be mean. Most of the 

time, we avoided him. When we ignored him, he’d go get his sister, Nicki, who would tell 

us, “You guys play with my brother or I’ll stomp a mud hole in your asses. All of you.”

And she could. One time she pushed Billy Printy’s head down a commode for grabbing 
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her tit. While he was choking on toilet water, she was punching his nut-sack. We did not 

fuck around with Nicki Offer. At a sock-hop in eighth grade, she told a guy that he would 

dance with her or she would punch him in the nuts. He danced. Like Gene fucking Kelly 

he danced. As long as Mark Offer had Nicki around he could be as big of an asshole as he 

wanted to.

One time, I was out catching grasshoppers and Nicki was in the field with her dog. She 

walked up to me and I was terrified, but there was something else, too. Nicki Offer was 

beginning to be really pretty. It seemed like one day she looked like all of the other guys and 

then . . . Poof! She started looking like a girl, and she was actually kind of beautiful. It was 

too bad she scared the shit out of me.

She walked up to me in the field and asked me what I was doing. I was kind of afraid 

to answer her. Finally, I said I was catching grasshoppers and crayfish. She asked me if I 

ever made the grasshoppers and crayfish fight. I told her no . . . I hadn’t thought of that. She 

held her hand out and asked me to see the jar of grasshoppers. Wanting to avoid an ass-

kicking, I handed them over, monkey fast. She looked at them very carefully and asked me 

if I knew what they were doing.

I didn’t know what she meant. There were like thirty ‘hoppers in there and some of 

them were riding the others piggy-back. She told me they were all fucking.

The world slowed to a snail’s pace. I heard myself say, “What?”

She narrowed her eyes and said, “They’re fucking. They’re not riding each other piggy-

back, you dope.”

I felt my whole face flush and get hot. I said, “I have to go home.”

Nicki grabbed my arm and said, “No, stay here. Let’s watch them fuck.”

Jesus. Now I didn’t know what to do. She was holding my arm and looking at me with 

a different kind of light in her eye. I started being less scared and she kind of leaned into me 

and clumsily, we kissed. Then, as quickly as it happened, she pulled away and smiled at me.

She ran about twenty feet away and then turned around, her face red and flushed. She 

said, “You better not tell anyone, fucker.”

I just nodded my head and she smiled.
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THE YEAR OF THE GUN 

“God, Guns, and Guts Made America Free”—bumper sticker in winslow, arizona

A
couple of months ago I wrote that the citizens of Chicago were made less free by 

former Mayor Daley’s outlawing of handguns in Chicago for almost his whole 

stewardship of our city. I wrote that as long as the bangers and criminals had guns, 

then we, the citizenry, should have them as well. This perfect bit of logic fits in with my idea 

or fantasy that we can handle as much freedom as we are allowed. In fact, the more freedom 

we get, the better we are. 

In my lizard brain, this idea fits in with some of my core beliefs, like the one that is sure 

the Constitution is a perfect living document and guarantor of our freedoms. Never mind 

that this document, at the time of its writing, only ascribed three-fifths-human status to 

people of color. I thought the kinks had pretty well been worked out of it. 

I especially held with the idea that the Second Amendment was particularly sacrosanct, 

given that every despot, dictator, tyrant and genocidal shit-head in human history has, as a 

first step, disarmed the populace. Hitler, Stalin, Pol-Pot, the list is endless. That, and given 

the city we live in with its out-of-control homicide rate? It’s easy for Chicagoans to fall into 

the cynicism that tells us we are outmatched by the evil in the world. 

And then Friday happened. Another of the inexplicable episodes of an angry, 

unbalanced, fucked-up American with unfettered access to firearms walks into a school and 

murders twenty-six people, twenty of them small children: 

CHARLOTTE BACON, 6 

DANIEL BARDEN, 7 

RACHEL DAVINO, 29 

OLIVIA ENGEL, 6 

JOSEPHINE GAY, 7 

ANA MARQUEZ-GREENE, 6 

DYLAN HOCKLEY, 6 

DAWN HOCHSPRUNG, 47 
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MADELEINE F. HSU, 6 

CATHERINE V. HUBBARD, 6 

CHASE KOWALSKI, 7 

JESSE LEWIS, 6 

JAMES MATTIOLI, 6 

GRACE MCDONNELL, 7 

ANNE MARIE MURPHY, 52 

EMILIE PARKER, 6 

JACK PINTO, 6 

NOAH POZNER, 6 

CAROLINE PREVIDI, 6 

JESSICA REKOS, 6 

AVIELLE RICHMAN, 6 

LAUREN ROUSSEAU, 30 

MARY SHERLACH, 56 

VICTORIA SOTO, 27 

BENJAMIN WHEELER, 6 

ALLISON N. WYATT, 6 

I now have twenty-six reasons to abandon the defense of gun ownership in our country. 

Look hard at the ages. Know that these children and their teachers had absolutely no way 

of defending themselves, and nowhere to go. 

A few months ago, say, after the movie-theater massacre in Colorado, I’d have tried to 

figure out what made a sick ticket like Adam Lanza tick. I’d have wondered, yet again, why 

we are, as a culture, so proficient in the manufacture of monsters. All around me my friends 

and fellow writers were telling me, ”It’s the guns, stupid,” but I maintained that the guns 

were merely tools. I was secure and smug in this belief. 

Well, today, I break faith with these delusions. The rate at which even legal handguns 

can dispense death and misery is far greater than we could have ever imagined at the time 

of the Constitution’s authorship. I’m done with guns. I’m done with defending the Second 

Amendment and gun ownership. 

Calling for the outlawing of handguns is an exercise in futility—that boat has sailed. 

But there is something we can do: push for the strictest gun-ownership laws possible, 
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including tests for sanity, and make the firearms owner retake this exam every year. Screen 

for any psychological abnormality, any record of criminality, blood and urine tests for 

substance abuse—any pain-in-the-ass measure that makes it harder for the people with the 

tinfoil hats to put their hands on weapons. Make the fuckers stand in line all fucking day 

like at the DMV. Whatever it takes. 

In the meantime, I won’t be defending them anymore—which is not to say anyone 

gives a fiddler’s fuck what I think. But a week ago, I’d have trotted out the standard gun-

ownership line that I’ve practiced for years, and now I can’t do it. 

The reason is simple—I have children. Once you become a parent, you know fear. Just 

by raising my kids in the city, they’ve had a proximity to violence that scares me viscerally. 

They both have lost friends to gunfire. A few months ago, I nearly lost one of my friends 

after she’d been shot at the corner of Damen and Augusta, even after she’d given up her 

money and purse. 

One of the things she said to me was that having her own gun wouldn’t have helped 

one damned bit. 

One of the worst elements of this argument is that guns make us safer. If this is so, why 

do we lose over 10,000 citizens to gunfire every year? 

By the Monday after the tragedy, the full lobbying power of the NRA will be hard 

at work preserving your right to legally buy weapons, just in case you get pissed off and 

decide to empty a clip into an office, a theater, or a school. All day Friday, I kept waiting 

for someone to say that these guns were illegally obtained—not that this would make any 

difference at all, but it is always the linchpin of the NRA’s argument. 

At some salient, human moment we must decide that our love for our children 

outweighs our love for our guns. This is a defining moment in our country. If our president 

wants to achieve something meaningful, he can help break the death grip the NRA has on 

the political process. Call them out for their moral cowardice and perpetuation of tyranny 

fantasies. Some people wear the tinfoil hats. The NRA makes them. 

The only tyranny I am now worried about is the tyranny of the NRA. Where were 

they Friday? I couldn’t hear them over the gunfire. And I couldn’t see them over the bodies 

of twenty children.
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MURDER CITY 

T
here is a bitter, humorless irony in the wake of Chicago’s bloodiest weekend this year. 

Chicagoland, the eight-hour reach-around CNN extended to Mayor Rahm Emanuel 

now appears to have gotten it wrong! The little man with the shiny shoes is beside 

himself with the Fourth of July weekend’s horrifying murder statistics: eighty-two people 

were shot. Fourteen of them died. The police shot a fourteen- and sixteen-year-old, and 

killed both of them. 

Rahm fumes, flinging blame in any direction it will land: “Where are the parents? 

Where are the community leaders?” Oh where, oh where, oh where? Here are the better 

questions: Where are the cops? Where are the jobs? Where is the leadership? Why do we 

keep hearing horseshit about the shrinking crime rate while our city’s children are being cut 

down by gunfire in the street?

As of this writing, the Illinois National Guard has boots on the ground in Chicago. 

Never mind that they are not supposed to police American citizens, but are a force for 

creating order in the event of a disaster. At this point, maybe we are a disaster. 

You could have fooled me. A scant two months ago, CNN had us believing the 

diminutive Emanuel was the best thing since bubble tea, Divvy bikes, and Capri pants, 

and he and he alone would deliver us from all of our ills. He was the guy. Rahm, charming 

school children. Rahm, hugging people. Rahm, giving sage advice to a young man, big-

brother style. Jolly-cholly Rahm. He was downright cuddly. Hell, I thought he and Garry 

McCarthy might spoon. It was like that part in The Wizard of Oz, you know: “Ding-dong, 

the witch is dead.” 

Shortly after the TV show left town, that smug little tyrant, the vicious pint-sized troll 

who has to stand on a box to kick a duck in the ass—he came back. 

It seems he had some other things to do as well, like closing fifty schools. Firing 

500 teachers. 

Somehow, the truly grisly murder rate, twenty percent of our citizens living below the 

poverty line, the highest property taxes of almost any American city, and potholes you can 

fall to your death in? Somehow, none of this could burnish off the veneer of bullshit that 
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somehow Emanuel had transformed the city. He hasn’t. It is an angrier place and much less 

fun under Emanuel. The division of have and have not has never been more glaring. 

If you are a child of color: 1) You are more likely to get murdered than you would be as 

a member of the armed forces; 2) Only forty-four percent of your class will graduate from 

high school (a thirty-six percent gap between you and white students); and 3) According 

to Black Youth Project, unemployment among African-American male teenagers is a 

whopping ninety-two percent in the city of Chicago. 

Not that the $8.25/hour minimum wage is any great incentive. To his credit, Emanuel 

has championed a significant increase in the minimum wage to $13.50/hour—not a living 

wage by any means, but an improvement over what we have.

It is unfathomable to me that we as a city cannot see that the only silver bullet for these 

sad statistics are jobs and education. And let’s prioritize this order: Education. Jobs.

Here is where you can tell a politician is most egregiously full of shit: when they start 

talking about “our children.” Emanuel is all over the city this week running his mouth about 

“our children.” How about keeping this city’s children from getting shot? 

This is what is needed for “our children,” Mr. Mayor. Instead of fucking around with 

trivialities like the Star Wars Museum, get to the business of serving this city and its people. 

That’s right, serving the citizenry. From time to time, one needs to remind this mayor that he 

is a public servant. I’m always amazed when watching Emanuel’s endless churlishness with 

the press, or anyone else who deigns to ask him a question he doesn’t like or suggest that he 

has a measure of accountability regarding the life and death of this city’s children. 

Here is what is needed: More cops. More jobs. More education. (Meaning: quit fucking 

with the teacher’s union.)

How to pay for it? Create an investment opportunity for the average citizen. Create and 

sell a bond that invests in the City of Chicago. It’s easy—like a CD, you buy one for 100, 

250 or 500 dollars, you hang on to it for ten years. It pays six percent interest. You hang on 

to it for twenty years, it pays twelve percent. You provide oversight with the Northern Trust 

or one of the other banks that didn’t need the bailout, and you put this money to work, 

with the best financial minds who will find the right interest-bearing instruments pro bono. 

It may sound unconventional, but bankers I know tell me it could work. Let’s put it this 

way: I would buy these. These could be a transformative act of citizenship.
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Earmark them for education—only education. It would fly. Unlike shares in a stock, 

you can sell as many as you want. The more the merrier. Just an idea. And before you 

discount it, run it by the bean counters. And then tell people, with all of the earnestness 

that you can muster, that this is an investment in hope.
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“It’s hard to think of a truer Chicago character than Tony Fitzpatrick. He has been a figure in the Chicago art scene for 

decades: a renowned collage artist, a poet and author, a former radio host, an actor, and a playwright.”

— T H E  H U F F I N G T O N  P O S T

Originally published as columns in Chicago’s Newcity magazine, the 70 essays 

and corresponding full-color artwork in Tony Fitzpatrick’s Dime Stories 

celebrate a life spent passionately devouring stories. Spun in the provocative 

voice that longtime fans have come to expect, Fitzpatrick covers bird watching, 

getting tattoos, walking his dog Mr. Chooch, and dealing museum-collected art. 

These essays are Fitzpatrick at his most brilliant and best. 

“This brilliant view into the wild world of Tony Fitzpatrick will move you. His art is astounding and relevant, his writing 

gutsy, funny, and unafraid. In the tradition of the the great Chicago and Illinois icons—Terkel, Twain, Royko, and 

Sandberg—Tony Fitzpatrick takes on the phonies and con men and elevates the humanity in us all. From beautiful birds to 

bar room brawls, Dime Stories is the work of a true renaissance man. Grab this book and cherish it.” 

— A N D R E W  DAV I S ,  director of The Fugitive, Code of Silence, and Holes

“I am one of the lucky ones. I have sat at the feet of John Lee Hooker while he played guitar. I have stared in stunned silence 

not five feet away from Picasso’s Guernica and I have sat at a table, with a medium-rare porterhouse in front of me, across 

from Tony Fitzpatrick as he’s told stories. Art takes many forms and you, my friend, are about to read one of the masters.”

— DA N N Y  B L A N D ,  musician and author of In Case We Die

“For the one of you not yet familiar with Tony Fitzpatrick’s work, you can go right ahead and judge this book by its cover. 

There are not enough adjectives to describe Tony’s Dime Stories: honest (sometimes brutally so), funny (see previous 

paren), heartbreaking, gorgeous, poetic, profane and necessary are but a few; make those all superlative and you’re moving 

in the right direction. The guy was born to tell stories, whether they hurt or make you laugh or both at the same time. 

And he makes a pretty sweet-ass picture too.” 

— E L I Z A B E T H  C R A N E ,  author of We Only Know So Much

“[Fitzpatrick’s collages] can win you over with their emotion and erudition, both illuminating the greatness of Chicago, as 

well as with their physical solidity. They are best seen as highly disciplined exercises in nostalgia; their specificity reveals 

something new about the time and place they yearn for, as well as the medium they use.”

— T H E  N E W  YO R K  T I M E S

C U R B S I D E  S P L E N D O R 
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