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Marcus Merge was fighting a 
life-threatening illness and strug-
gling with drug addiction when 
someone killed him in his Edge-
water apartment and stuffed his 
body into the refrigerator two 
years ago.

On July 4, prosecutors said the 
killer was Malik Lee, who was in 
an on-again, off-again relationship 
with Merge when he strangled the 
58-year-old with an extension 
cord during an argument. A little 
less than a month before Merge 

was last seen alive, prosecutors 
charged Lee with an attempted 
vehicular hijacking in Edgewater. 
He was on bail for that case at the 

time of the 
murder.

Lee is the 
53rd person 
accused of 
killing or 
s h o o t i n g—
or trying 
to shoot or 
k i l l—some-

one in Chicago during 2020 while 
awaiting trial for a felony. The al-

leged crimes involved at least 65 
victims, 34 of whom died.

Merge’s friends remembered 
him fondly in a Chicago Tribune 
story shortly after his death. San-
dra Holloway said Merge was a 
sponsor in the Alcoholics Anony-
mous program, helping other men 
through recovery. She said he was 
passionate about “just helping 
people stay sober.”

“Before his mother’s recent 
death, Merge would ride trains 
and buses to visit her in Lake For-

Man on bail for carjacking strangles  
Edgewater victim, stuffs body into refrigerator

After much wrangling between 
the property owner, the Edgewa-
ter Historical Society, Preserva-
tion Chicago and 48th Ward of-
fice, landmark status has been 
established for the 131-year-old 
Epworth Church during a July 7 
meeting on the Commission on 
Chicago Landmarks. 

The Commissioners voted 
unanimously to support prelimi-
nary landmark recommendation 

for the church at 5253 N. Ken-
more in Edgewater, after the new 
owner had applied for a demoli-
tion permit for the two church 
buildings. It is the first step in the 
process to officially landmark a 
building. 

The large stone church building 
is falling into disrepair and dwin-
dling parishioners did not have 
the funds or desire to rehab it. It 
reportedly will cost more than $2 

Edgewater church given  
preliminary landmark status

To find a man’s true character,  
play golf with him. 

— P. G. Wodehouse

Last week, friends and fam-
ily of the late Steve Cunneen un-
veiled “Honorary Steve Cunneen 
Way” on Devon Ave.

Cunneen died this year on Feb. 
2 at 86, after a long battle against 
lung cancer.

Cunneen owned and operated 
Cunneen’s Tavern on the corner 
of Devon and Newgard for 52 
years. The bar is a neighborhood 
fixture, known for its warm and 
welcoming environment.

Cunneen’s wife, Belinda, is 
continuing the legacy of Cun-
neen’s, where neighbors are in-
vited to have a drink and view the 
sign symbolizing Steve’s contri-
butions to the community.

Cunneen, an avid golfer, grew 
up in Evergreen Park. He worked 
as a golf caddy. And he’d spend a 
month or two during summers at 
a farm operated by his uncle by 
marriage. 

His mother died when he was 
around 4, and he was adopted 
by her sister. She was single and 
worked as a nurse, so she placed 
him in a nearby boarding school.

Honorary Steve Cunneen Way unveiled

Because of his boarding school 
experience, he learned to be self-
sufficient. When something need-
ed to be done, he did it, whether 
it was home repairs or helping 
someone in need. Also because 
of boarding school, he never, ever 
complained about food. 

He went to Leo High School, 
where he chafed at the discipline 
commonly practiced at 1950s 
Catholic schools.  

“[He] was always warm and de-
lightful whenever I visited,” Jona-
than Wilson, a Loyola theater pro-
fessor and director, told Maureen 

O’Donnell of the Sun-Times. “He 
knew lots of interesting people 

Bill Savage, a longtime friend of 
Steve Cunneen, and Belinda Colin-
Cunneen, the wife of Cunneen.
   Photo courtesy 49th Ward Office

Steve and Belinda Colin-Cunneen.

cunneen see p. 16

killed see p. 16

Malik Lee

City Hall bureaucrats are 
circling Clark St. in Uptown 
and Andersonville with big 
ideas, and they are seeking 
resident input on the corridor 
from Montrose to Foster. 

The City of Chicago and its 
partners are hosting another 
community workshop 6 p.m. to 
8 p.m. Tuesday, July 19 at the 
Chase Park Fieldhouse, 4710 
N. Clark St. For more informa-

Clark St. Crossroads  
community workshop July 19

tion on the proposal, visit www.
clarkstreetcrossroads.com. 

Public officials are seeking 
recommendations, and pri-
vate and public development  
suggestions, that they hope 
will help guide future plan-
ning along the corridor, and 
keep government overreach 
from ruining what is already a 
highly successful and booming 
area.

Monsters run amok in Chicago
                                                 see page 7

by Chicago Business 
Journal 

A former Uptown Chicago sin-
gle-room-occupancy building has 
been put up for sale for $14 mil-
lion after a full gut rehabilitation.

Chicago’s CityPads Construc-
tion is seeking to unload the 77-
unit property at 1124 W. Wilson 
Ave. a year after completing the 
renovation. The property, which 

Rehabbed former Uptown 
Chicago SRO seeks $14M

Property consists  
of 77 micro-units  
and ground-level retail

served as an SRO for 80 years, 
also has ground-level retail space 
and has been dubbed the Wilson 
Club.

The building, whose studio 
apartments average about 330 
square feet, is 100% occupied 
with rents ranging from $1,000 to 
$1,250 a month and a tenant will 
move into the 2,000-square-foot 
retail space this summer, accord-
ing to Jordan Gottlieb with Essex 
Realty Group, who is represent-
ing the seller,

million to make structural repairs 
and bring the current property up 
to code.

An estate sale has been held 
at the church, with much of its 
interior being sold and removed, 
while its historical and rare pipe 
organ has been donated to an East 
Coast church that paid thousands 
to relocate it. Epworth supporters 

church see p. 16 sro see p. 16

A former low cost Single Room Occupancy building, Chicago’s CityPads 
has been fully rehabbed and the owners have now put the 77-unit property 
at 1124 W. Wilson Ave. up for sale a year after completing the renovation.
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These aren’t just social trag-
edies, they are the consequences 
of government by stupid people. 

These statistics aren’t just iso-
lated numbers in high crime pov-
erty neighborhoods. They are the 
serious results of leadership that is 
wrong, incorrect and misguided. 

Only you, the voter, can stop 
the carnage by tossing these folk 
out of office. Remove them from 
the high offices that they now oc-
cupy.

The sunny breezes on warm af-
ternoons were meant for us all. 

Like the smooth Chianti. And 
the tastiest clams in town. 

REQUIEM: Kathleen S. Fox 
was a Chicago beauty, woman 
of accomplishment and true 
friend. A well-respected fashion 
model, she was a charter mem-
ber in the original 
“lunch bunch,” 
Judge Rhoda 
Sweeney, Mary 
Ann Childers, 
Joan Brodsky, 
Mickey Norton, 
Terry Savage, 
Ilana Rovner, 
Sharon Sharp, 
Gretchen Jordan, 
Susie Glickman, 
and this column’s 
patron Saint, Ann 
Gerber. Cultured 
women of intel-
lect, accomplish-
ment and good 
taste. Fox died 
suddenly in Flori-
da in May. Mourned by countless 
Chicagoans for whom she was a 
delight. Her memorial was by in-
vitation only, held at the Casino. 
Two opera singers from the Lyric 
sang. Monsignor Kenneth J. Velo 
presided. Guests were invited to 
take pieces of Kathy’s jewelry 
home with them. It was beautiful 
celebration.

BRIDGEPORT RESTAU-
RANT: Irais and Josie Rodri-
guez have sadly made the decision 
to shutter Bridgeport Restaurant, 
3500 S. Halsted. The longtime 
neighborhood eatery was always 
a favorite stop for Chicago break-

Chianti arrives, Reserva Ducale, 
with a splendid crisp fruity fla-
vor. Perfect for the house cala-
mari, best in town. 

A Tufano salad also hits the 
spot with the roasted red peppers 
and fontina cheese. As we started 
to eat the patio started filling up. 
This is a hugely popular outdoor 
space. No  real car traffic makes 
the street quiet. Perfect for eat-
ing.

Our food discussion kept bring-
ing us back to the linguine  in 
white clam sauce. Best in town. 
Meaty white clam flesh and plen-
ty of clams in their shells. But the 
blend of good white wine and rich 
olive oil with garlic is the magic 
in the pan here. The bowl over-
flows with true refined Italian 
flavors in that easy going style of 
Nona’s kitchen that is always the 
test of quality Italian food.

Once we dove into the clams I 
knew I’d be speaking my favorite 
words in Italian: “Another bottle 
of wine please.”

What a day. Begun in computer 
trauma and finishing in  sated 
refinement. Exquisite food and 
choice mouthwatering vino no-
bile. Crunchy bread, choice 
cheese, black olives and roasted 
red peppers, juicy clams.  All 
lifted on the summer winds and 
happy faces of fellow diners who 
embraced their favorite dishes. 
Family after family. 

It’s restorative. Like a trip to 
the Apple store. Or the  pleasant 
grin of a treasured friend happy 
she has some clams to take home 
with her.

This is the way life should al-
ways be. At least here in Chicago. 
Without the stunts of the flapper 
and the slapper - as Mayor Lori 
Lightfingers and States Attorney 
Kim Foxx are known. 

We don’t need to be choked to 
death by the worst air in our his-
tory. We don’t need to see Chi-
cago police  slaughtered on our 
streets in an alarming rate of do-
mestic mayhem. We don’t deserve 
to have the highest crime surge in 
the nation. Or the highest death 
rate of childhood murder.
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By Thomas J. O’Gorman

Few things are left in life 
anymore that have the power 
to turn  everything else upside 
down. Has to be pretty serious. 
Something that unleashes a threat 
to our safety, health or peace of 
mind. 

Something that churns up real 
anxiety in us. Knocks us off our 
stride. Makes us feel the pages 
are  unglued. Bringing us to the 
edge of madness. 

I think I just experienced that. 
I know I did. My Macbook Pro 
had been going haywire, acting 
goofy.

I still had my column to com-
plete, and deadline doesn’t care.

It wasn’t a pretty sight, kids.
No expert when it comes to 

computers, it was 9 p.m. and the 
world was shutting down around 
me.

My computer was not charging, 
telling me to plug into some good 
old-fashioned electricity before 
everything shut down.

I gave Apple Care a last ditch 
call. Apple Care is an  insurance 
you can buy when you get your 
computer. It underwrites most re-
pairs. But everyday conundrums 
and tech problems can often be 
quickly resolved by their genius 
experts. 

I explained my dilemma and 
what I had attempted to do to fix 
things, but to no avail. 

The expert was great and sug-
gested I go to Apple on North 
Ave. He made an appointment for 
the next day. 

Turns out my laptop had to be 
sent to Apple repair. At no charge 
for fixing. Best thing was they 
said I’d have it back by Tuesday. 

Even with  the holiday. So I re-
laxed a bit. 

But I’ve never been separat-
ed from my laptop before. All 
the  separation anxiety and ten-
sion I was experiencing was real. 

But in the hours that unfolded 
I knew things would be fine. I 
even realized my Apple12 iPhone 
was more of a computer than I 
thought. I was able to send some 
important data to myself via the 
phone. And I discovered that with 
patience I could even write my 
column on it.

All hope was not lost! I was less 
isolated than I imagined. Less 
alone. Less traumatized. And 
even began to feel some freedom 
from the bonding with my laptop. 

How strange it was to learn 
that life lesson. It is like losing a 
shoe.  And then realizing that if 
you toss off the other shoe, you 
can run barefoot.

After my Apple visit I wanted 
to actually celebrate. My friend 
and nearby neighbor, Cynthia 
Prokop, a fine arts painter, came 
with me to Apple. She was a big 
help carrying the equipment,  as 
I’m still using my Sherlock Hol-
mes cane to get around.

We decided to go to Tufano’s 
for an early Italian dinner in their 
fabulous outdoor patio. 

Off to Little Italy at four o’clock 
in the afternoon. Certainly we’d 
be the first diners.

What a glorious afternoon. 
Breezy. Balmy. A Tuscan patio, 
even if you have to look at the 
Univ. of Illinois. 

We really were the first dinner 
guests. Tables set, big red  um-
brellas open wide, Italian tunes 
echoing in the spacious tide of the 
piazza.

Squint and you could almost 
see the hills of Rome. 

Lots of chit chat with the 
friendly staff.

Joey diBuono, owner and local 
golf legend, was front and cen-
ter. So was his sister, Joanne. My 
friend, Cynthia, had not been to 
Tufano’s before. So I filled her in 
on what’s good and who’s who.

A bottle of fabulous Ruffino 

Finding balance after computer drama
fast goers in the old neighborhood 
of four Chicago mayors. The Ro-
driguez have taken only one va-
cation in 12 years, demonstrating 
a true Chicago passion for hard 
work. Open seven days a week, 
serving plates of comfort food to 
loyal patrons who viewed their 
business as a neighborhood insti-
tution. They will be missed.

MUSIC INSTITUTE: The 
Music Institute of Chicago raised 
more than $765,000 at their an-
nual Gala on June 2, honoring 
Hilary Hahn, Nancy and Scott 
Santi and Dr. Tanya L. Carey, 
demonstrating their special place 
in Chicago arts.

PRITZKER AWARDS: The 
Pritzker Military Museum and 
Library announced the recipi-
ents of the 2022 Citizen Soldier 

Award: Lt. Col. 
Enoch Wood-
house, Col. Jack 
Jacobs and Gen. 
Ann Dunwoody. 
The awards will 
be presented at 
the 2022 Liberty 
Gala “Honoring 
Strength Through 
Diversity” on 
Saturday, Nov. 5, 
at the Hilton Chi-
cago Hotel.

BON VOY-
AGE: It won’t be 
the same without 
her, that’s Drake 
Hotel veteran An-
toinette Cahill, 

who is moving on to new adven-
tures. Her grace and Irish charm 
always walked before her setting 
everything in order and every-
thing in place. Bright times await 
my dear. We won’t be far away.

THE GAGE AT 15: Billy 
Lawless has taught his children 

drama see p. 12

• Affordable Weekly Getaways
• De-Stress in Nature’s Beauty
• Caring & Motivating Staff
• Fitness & Health Focused
• Nutritious Meal Plans

Treat Yourself to a New Way of Living that You Deserve!
Book Your Stay Today:1-800-235-8365

TennesseeFitnessSpa.com    Workout@TFSpa.com

Kathleen S. Fox
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A touch of Ireland at the corner of State and Rush.
A place to see and be seen.

A touch of Ireland at the corner of State and Rush.
A place to see and be seen.

BAR AND GRILL

1050 N. State St.
Open 10 a.m. to 4 a.m. 365 days a year  
312-266-6340                              dublinschicago.com

MARY ELLEN CONSIDINE
Office: 312.266.7000
Voice Mail: 773.687.5181
Cell: 773.704.4250
Efax: 781.609.9527
Email: maryellen.considine@cbexchange.com

Lincoln Park
1910 N. Clybourn Ave., Chicago, IL 60614

Operated by a Subsidiary of  
Realogy Brokerage Group LLC.

It is the place we go to nosh, 
providing the best Matzo Ball 
soup on the North Side.

The longtime Lakeview East 
owner of The Bagel, Dan Wolf, 
passed away at 77 on July 1. 

Wolf was one of the few child 
survivors of the Theresienstadt 
concentration camp, where he was 
born in 1945, and when he came 
to America, he began working in 
his grandparents restaurant, The 
Bagel in Albany Park at Kedzie 
and Lawrence, which brought Old 

World recipes to Chicago. 
He typed the daily menus back 

then because he was the only 
family member that had mas-
tered enough English at the time 
to do so. Subsequently, he shep-
herded The Bagel through three  
locations, along with his late 
uncle Michael Golenzer, where 
together they wove it into the  
collective memory of generations 
of Chicagoans. 

Wolf was also active as  
ocal Commissioner and President 

Famous Lakeview East restauranteur dead at 77

3003 W. Montrose Ave.
773-355-1618

PLANT SHOP

As featured  on Block Club Chicagoand WGN TV

Tuesday-Friday 12pm-7pm
Saturday 11am-7pm
Sunday 12pm-5pm 

Closed Mondays

of the East Lakeview Chamber 
of Commerce. Wolf was instru-
mental in growing the Cham-
ber of Commerce and served on 
the Special Service Area Com-
mission for over 30 years. His  
dedication to the neighborhood 
made a profound impact on the 
business community for years to 
come.

He brought The Bagel to 
Lakeview East, at 3107 N. Broad-
way in 1992, and it quickly  
became a fixture in the com-

munity, bringing people together 
over incredible food, open doors, 
prompt service, and great com-
pany over the last 70 years in  
business. Wolf practiced commu-
nity-first before it was popular, 
made possible because of his tire-
less work, and his endless dedica-
tion to helping those in need. 

A memorial service was held on 
July 5, at Shalom Memorial Fu-
neral Home in Arlington Heights.

Wolf is survived by his com-
panion and spouse of over 60 

years Mitchell Kaufman, his 
aunt Haya Golenzer and a host 
of friends who loved him. He 
was predeceased by his siblings  
Walter and Barbara. In lieu of 
flowers, donations can be made 
 to a special fund in Wolf’s mem-
ory at JCFS Chicago. Donations 
may be made to: Attn: Develop-
ment Dept., JCFS Chicago, 3145 
W. Pratt, Chicago, 60645.

Dan Wolf (center) brought The Bagel to Lakeview East in 1992, and it quickly became a fixture in the community, bringing people together over incredible food, open doors, prompt service, 
and great company over the last 70 years in business. The recently deceased Wolf practiced community-first before it was popular, made possible because of his tireless work, and his endless 
dedication to helping those in need. And he served a great bowl of matzo ball soup.

By BETH HUNDSDORFER
Capitol News Illinois

A state audit released Thursday 
found nearly $2 billion in fed-
eral money intended to help un-
employed Illinoisans during the 
pandemic was lost to fraudulent 
claims in Illinois.

The Illinois Dept. of Employ-
ment Security blamed “insuf-
ficient and flawed federal guid-
ance” and a lack of controls on a 
hastily constructed program put 
together when the COVID pan-
demic struck.

The federally-funded Pan-
demic Unemployment Assistance 
program provided up to 39 weeks 
of benefits for unemployed in-
dividuals who ran out of regular 
unemployment benefits and for 
self-employed individuals, gig 
workers and others not eligible for 
regular unemployment. 

The report released July 7 by 
Auditor General Frank Mautino, 
covered much of the life of the 
program, July 2020 through June 
2021. 

In the early days of the pan-
demic, amid business shutdowns 
and high unemployment, states 
struggled under a crush of claims 
from those laid off during those 
shutdowns. Amid this volume of 
claims, IDES was forced to try 
to weed out the fraudulent claims 
while under pressure to get mon-
ey into the hands of the recently 
unemployed. 

The Pritzker administration has 
said the PUA program was de-
signed hastily and does not give 
employers an opportunity to chal-
lenge fraudulent claims because 

State audit finds billions in unemployment fraud
Nearly $2 billion lost 
through fraud

the type of workers applying for 
benefits do not technically have 
employers. The PUA program 
also eliminated existing controls, 
including income and employ-
ment verification, according to a 
statement by IDES.

Much of the fraud, up to $163 
billion estimated nationwide, in-
volved identity theft.

Scammers filed unemployment 
claims using false identities and 
then had the payment method 
switched from the debit cards that 
people receive when they qualify 
for benefits to direct deposit into 
an account accessible by them. 

The audit found that, of the $3.6 
billion in PUA paid out from July 

2020 through June 2021, near-
ly $1.9 billion was found to be 
fraudulent, mostly due to identity 
theft. 

“Overpayments associated 
with identity theft and traditional 
fraud within the PUA program 
was unprecedented and resulted 
in fraudsters using highly sophis-
ticated techniques to take advan-
tage of the current economic con-
dition created by the COVID-19 
pandemic,” the audit stated. 

The audit found IDES:
•  Failed to implement general 

information technology controls 
over the Pandemic Unemploy-
ment Assistance.

•  Failed to maintain accurate 
and complete pandemic unem-
ployment assistance claimant 
data.
• Failed to perform timely cash 

reconciliations.
IDES responded that the sys-

tem used to manage the PUA 

fraud see p. 8
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News tips? Call 773-465-9700

by Don DeBat

The 
Home 
Front

Chicago house hunters should 
breathe a sigh of relief because 
the upward spiral of mortgage 
rates appears to slowing.

“Over the last two weeks, the 
30-year fixed-rate mortgage 
dropped by half a percentage 
point, as concerns about a poten-
tial recession continue to rise,” 
said Sam Khater, Freddie Mac’s 
Chief Economist.

On July 7, Freddie Mac’s Pri-
mary Mortgage Market Survey 
reported that benchmark 30-year 
fixed-rate mortgages nationwide 
averaged 5.30%, down from 
5.70% a week earlier. A year ago, 
30-year home loan rates averaged 
2.90%.

“While the drop provides mi-
nor relief to buyers, the housing 
market will continue to normalize 
if home price growth materially 
slows due to the combination of 
low housing affordability and an 
expected economic slowdown,” 
Khater said.

Fifteen-year fixed rate mort-
gages averaged 4.45% nationwide 
on July 7th down from 4.83% a 
week earlier. A year ago, the 15-
year fixed loans averaged 2.20%.

The Freddie Mac survey focus-
es on conventional, conforming, 
fully amortizing home purchase 
loans for borrowers who put 20% 
down and have excellent credit.

Experts say the rate-increase 
pause likely is going to be short-
lived, so it represents a narrow 
window for would-be home buy-
ers who move quickly to lock in a 
mortgage in the low-5% range.

Another worry for summer 
home shoppers in Chicago is ris-
ing asking prices sparked by a 
shortage of resale home listings, 
and creating multiple-bid scenar-
ios which could drive offers even 

higher.
Loan deals still available
However, Chicago-area bor-

rowers who move quickly still 
have a faint chance to lock in the 
following bargain rates as of July 
7, reports RateSeeker.com.
• First Savings Bank of 

Hegewisch was quoting 4.853% 
on 30-year loans and 4.2% on 15-
year mortgages with 20% down 
payment and a $615 loan fee.
• Mutual of Omaha was quot-

ing 4.933% on 30-year loans and 
4.625% on 15-year mortgages 
with a 20% down payment and a 
$850 loan fee.
Fed-funds rate inching higher 

The Federal Reserve Board is 
planning a 0.50% to 0.75% in-
crease in its funds rate at the July 
27 meeting, which likely will 
push benchmark 30-year fixed 
home loans higher again.

In an effort to control infla-
tion, the Fed’s credit tighten-
ing over time, will likely lead to 
higher loan rates for many con-
sumers and businesses, including 
mortgages, credit cards and auto 
loans.

Economist say projections re-
leased by the policy-setting Fed-
eral Open Markets Committee 
signal the likelihood of the Fed 
raising rates several more times 
this year, in an effort to control in-
flation. That scenario could push 
the Fed Funds rate well above the 
current 1.50% to 1.75% by the end 
of this year.

The Fed faces an economic bal-
ancing act—the worst since the 

early 1990s. If the Fed shifts too 
quickly, the central bank could 
roil markets and tip the economy 
into a deep recession, experts say.

On July 7, the 10-year Treasury 
rate—the gauge economists use 
to forecast 30-year-fixed mort-
gage interest charges—rose to 3% 
from 2.91%.

If the Fed keeps pushing, it is 
likely that benchmark 30-year 
fixed mortgage rates could hit 
6%-plus on the near horizon, es-
pecially for borrowers who have 
a FICO score under 740. If you 
have a mediocre 650-point credit 
score, expect to pay a higher inter-
est rate today for a 30-year fixed 
mortgage, lenders said.
Mortgage-rate history

Thirty-year fixed-mortgage in-
terest rates ended 2020 at a rock-
bottom 2.65%—the lowest level 
in the Freddie Mac survey his-
tory, which began in 1971. Home-
loan rates set new record lows an 
amazing 16 times in 2020, and 
tens of thousands of homeowners 
refinanced.
Archives of the now-defunct 
Federal Housing Finance Board 
show long-term mortgage rates in 
the 1960s were not much higher 
than the Great Depression, when 
lenders were charging 5% on 
five-year balloon loans.

Nearly six decades ago, be-
tween 1963 and 1965 you could 
get a mortgage at 5.81% to 5.94%. 
Between 1971 and 1977, the now-
defunct Illinois Usury Law held 

The upward spiral  
of home-loan rates takes a breather

Removal of unwanted items from: Basements • Garages • Attics 
Businesses • Estate Clearance • Pre-Construction Demo

We Buy Antiques
Emergency Service

Fully Insured and Bonded

Junk Removal
Hoarder Clean Up

Free Onsite Estimates
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Experts say the current rate-increase pause is likely going to be short-
lived, so it represents a narrow window for would-be home buyers who 
move quickly to lock in a mortgage in the low-5% range.

Chicago rents defy national trend,  
climbing ever higher

One-bedroom rents 
jumped  
6.3% in June to $1,870

by Miranda Davis
TheRealDeal

Chicago rents aren’t all that 
damn high, but they’re rising at 
the nation’s third-fastest pace.

The median rent for a one-
bedroom Windy City apartment 
jumped 6.3% in June from May 
to $1,870, an increase of almost a 
third over the past year, according 
to real estate website Zumper. 

Two-bedrooms will set you 
back $2,230, about the same per-
centage increase from May and 
27% higher than a year ago.

That’s a contrast to the rest of 
the nation, where median one-
bedroom rents rose just 0.5% in 
June, a substantially slower in-
crease than prior months, and 
two-bedroom rents fell 2.9%. 
Chicago’s monthly increase was 
topped only by Norfolk, Virgin-
ia, and Fresno, California on the 
Zumper list.

One reason: With the pandemic 
lockdown ended, so are the deals 
that Chicago landlords offered 
to lure tenants during the health 
crisis, leading to a larger jump in 
rents than previous years, accord-
ing to Zumper.

Rents dropped in major cities 
where employees opted to leave 
and work remotely from larger 
suburban spaces, but eventually 

With inflation roaring and cash 
losing value by the day, Black En-
semble Theater [BET] in Uptown 
and its founder Jackie Taylor are 
doing what a lot of investors are 
doing these days, and putting 
their cash into real hard assets.

Taylor and BET are recipients 
of two recent grants totaling over 
$6 million that leaves them cash 
rich. So the theater has decided to 
expand their real estate footprint 
at the intersection of Clark and 
Sunnyside by buying the retail 
building at 4507-4509 N. Clark 
for $1,175,000.  

The building currently has two 
wholesale tenants and apartments 
above. It sits kitty-corner from the 
theater itself.

BET is utilizing grant money 
it received recently from both the 
State of Illinois and from Jeff Be-
zos’ former wife Mackenzie Scott. 
BET also purchased the former 

BET expands  
real estate holdings

Somboon Auto Repair property 
at 4501 N. Clark St., and a retail 
building at 4410 N. Clark St. a 
year ago. Three years ago they 
bought 4453 N. Clark St., which 
is currently an empty lot.

Taylor has long expressed an 
interest in expanding the theater’s 
interest up and down the block.

She told the Sun-Times in 2011 
that the theater was only “the 
first element in what she sees as 
a much grander master plan for 
the immediate area.” She has said 
she hopes to create a Jackie’s Soul 
Food Restaurant as a place where 
“theater patrons can eat and meet 
and extend the cultural experi-
ence.”  She has hope for another 
nearby location that she’d like to 
transform into a “social services 
agency and a degree-granting 
performing arts college whose 
graduates can go on to work in 
her theater.”

recovered. Those rents increased 
as more and more people became 
priced out of the red-hot pandem-
ic housing market.

Relatively speaking, though, 
Chicago rents rank No. 13 in the 
nation. New York has the highest 
one-bedroom prices, at $3,600, 
followed by San Francisco at 
$3,000 and San Jose, California, 
at $2,750.

Home sales are expected to 
slow this fall as mortgage rates 
rise, concern rises that a recession 
is coming, and potential buyers 
opt to delay purchases. Prices are 
dropping as well, so some buyers 
are trying to buy homes now that 
there’s less competition.

spiral see p. 11
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$130M parting gift from fleeing billionaire
There are parting gifts, and then there a 

parting girts from billionaires…
And the one being given by departing 

billionaire Ken Griffin is pretty substan-
tial.

Griffin, who is moving with his invest-
ment firm Citadel to Miami, handed out 
$130 million in parting gifts to 40 local 
organizations in June, hoping to provide a 
funding bridge as they seek to replace his 
charitable contributions that presumably 
will dry up after he leaves.

The list of recipients includes the usual 
suspects: the Univ. of Chicago is the larg-
est recipient ($30 million), including a $15 
million accelerated payment of a previous 
commitment. 

Other gifts are going to Northwestern 
Medicine ($25 million), the Field Museum 
($20 million), the Museum of Science and 
Industry ($10 million) and Fourth Presby-
terian Church.

While institutional board rooms may be 
sweating, Illinois political leadership re-
mains mostly silent about Griffin and his 

firm’s departure. 
Nobody is sure how the city will fill the 

civic and philanthropic gifting that was 
coming from the state’s wealthiest man.

“His generosity will not be replaced,” 
Laurence Msall told Robert Channick of 
the Chicago 
Tribune. Msall 
is the president 
of the Civic 
Federation, a 
Chicago-based 
g o v e r n m e n t 
finance watch-
dog organiza-
tion. “Civic 
i n s t i t u t i o n s , 
charitable and 
cultural institu-
tions, will have 
to look for other sources, and go to a lot 
more diversified people to raise the same 
amount of money that he had contributed 
to their cause.”

Msall said Griffin’s decision to leave 

Chicago was a “giant punch in the stom-
ach” for the business community, and a 
major blow to the tax coffers of the city 
and state. In June, Griffin announced that 
he and Citadel will move to new headquar-
ters in Miami’s financial district after more 
than 30 years in Chicago. They had about 
1,000 employees in Chicago.

Founded in 1990, Citadel is one of the 
largest hedge funds in the world, with $51 
billion in assets under management. Grif-
fin himself is worth an estimated $27 bil-
lion. He and his company have given more 
than $600 million in donations to Chicago 
organizations such as the Art Institute, the 
Museum of Contemporary Art and the Mu-
seum of Science and Industry. 

During an Oct. 2021 appearance before 
the Economic Club of Chicago, Griffin 
cited growing crime as a major reason why 
Citadel and co-owned trading firm Citadel 
Securities were headed for corporate relo-
cation. Oddly, nobody in City Hall or the 
Statehouse seemed that concerned over the 
potential loss of all that charity cash.

Organizations that each received a $5 
million June gift include Lurie Children’s 
Hospital, Shirley Ryan AbilityLab, Mu-
seum of Contemporary Art, Art Institute 
of Chicago and first-time recipient Project 

HOOD, a South Side nonprofit focused on 
ending the cycle of poverty, violence and 
incarceration.

Griffin’s most powerful donation is likely 
the one he made to the Museum of Science 
and Industry for $125 million — the largest 
in its nearly 90-year history. Hereafter the 
museum will be known as the Kenneth C. 
Griffin Museum of Science and Industry, 
truly a bittersweet daily reminder for Chi-
cagoans of what was lost.

North Siders will have an opportunity 
to participate in the Budget Engagement 
Forums 10 a.m. to noon on Saturday, 
July 30, during a forum being held at 
Harry S. Truman College, 1145 W. Wil-
son Ave. 

Those who wish to attend may register 
at Chicago.gov/2023budget. Pre-registra-
tion is requested but not required. ASL 

City budget meeting July 30
and live captioning will be available. 
Those who may require language inter-
pretation or any other accommodation, 
may contact communityengagement@
cityofchicago.org. The presentation will 
begin with a talk by Budget Director Su-
sie Park, followed with small roundtable 
sessions, and public comment.

Nobody is sure  
how the city will fill  

the civic and philanthropic  
gifting that was coming from 

the state’s wealthiest man.

Ken Griffin

By Noah Jennings
The Columbia Chronicle

Tenured professor Sam Weller, who was 
accused of sexual assault by a former fac-
ulty member in February, has been termi-
nated by Columbia College.

In an email statement, President and 
CEO Kwang-Wu Kim announced that 
Weller, who was an associate professor in 
the English and Creative Writing Dept., 
was issued a Notice of Dismissal July 8 as 
a result of the investigation conducted by 
the law firm Mayer Brown LLP.

“Based on Mayer Brown’s findings that 
Professor Weller engaged in conduct that 
violated the college’s sexual harassment 
and other policies, Provost Marcella David 
concluded that the conduct warranted ter-
mination,” the statement read.

But as of Tuesday morning, a Columbia 
College website showed him as still being 
on the school’s staff, and a June 15 online 
posting by one of his alleged victims shows 
that Weller may still be offering to provide 
one-on-one workshops with writers. That 
post states, “He can still impose influence 
over someone even virtually, please tread 
carefully and advise any young writer you 
know not to get involved (professionally or 
otherwise) with this man.”

On Feb. 12, Cara Dehnert, a former as-

Columbia College terminates  
tenured professor accused of sexual assault

sociate professor of instruction in the Busi-
ness and Entrepreneurship Dept., accused 
Weller of sexually assaulting her in her of-
fice in 2018. She also alleges that Weller 
“abused his power, manipulated, and sexu-
ally exploited his students and a colleague” 
at the college.

According to a report published in  
Medium by Dehnert, since her story first 
broke, “many other women have now come 
forward, sharing their nearly identical  
experiences at the hands of Weller (begin-
ning as early as 2008). I’m told they’ve for-
mally reported to the college as well. All of 
these other victims were his students.”

Dehnert went on to explain her charges 
in a post titled “What Happened to Me.” 
In it she states that Weller began to pursue 
her “beyond a collegial relationship, but I 
just wanted a friend who understood the 
heartbreak of divorce and the challenge of 
single parenting. Sam did not take no for 
an answer (which I would soon learn, to my 
detriment, was a pattern).”

She claims that Weller led with “profes-
sional carrots on sticks. He told me that 
he knew how to get me tenure, that he had 
connections in upper administration with 
the ability to, just, award it.”

Dehnert said she spoke with Human 
Resources in a Feb. 2020 meeting where 
she told then-Associate Vice President of 

Human Relations Norma De Jesus “every-
thing,” and provided texts, emails and Fa-
cebook messages between her and Weller, 
but never heard from Human Resources 
again following the meeting.  (De Jesus  
resigned from her position at the college 
three weeks ago on June 24.) 

“I had a long, tear-filled meeting where 
I told my whole story,” said Dehnert. “HR 
asked what I wanted; did I want him fired? 
I said, I want for this never to happen again 
to anyone else.”

Mayer Brown’s investigation included 
a review of Columbia’s Title IX and HR 
processes, according to Kim’s email state-
ment.

On Feb. 18, Weller agreed to “step away” 
from his classes while the college investi-

gated Dehnert’s claims.
On Feb. 22, the college announced that 

it retained Mayer Brown to conduct an in-
vestigation into Dehnert’s allegations, as 
well as the college’s original handling of 
the case.

In addition to finding that Weller vio-
lated Columbia’s sexual harassment poli-
cies, Mayer Brown “identified areas for 
improvement in the college’s handling of 
sexual misconduct and related allegations,” 
according to Kim’s statement.

As a result, Kim outlined new ways the 
college is focusing on how it handles sex-
ual misconduct and related allegations in 
the future.

professor see p. 8
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Are gambling addictions 
spiraling out of control?

First-ever Illinois assessment of gambling shows  
440% increase in problems over previous year

While Chicago sprints full 
speed ahead to expand gambling, 
a June 16 report by the Illinois 
Dept. of Human Services [IDHS] 
released a first-of-its-kind state-
wide assessment of problem gam-
bling in Illinois, and it may point 
to an escalation of those who may 
be suffering from gambling ad-
dictions. 

The assessment found that 
3.8% of adult Illinoisans -- ap-
proximately 383,000 people 
-- are considered to have a gam-
bling problem, and an additional 
7.7% -- approximately 761,000 
people -- are at risk for develop-
ing a gambling problem.

Gambling can a destructive en-
deavor for those who lose control 
of their habit.

In the year 2021, 13,037 assess-
ments were conducted by treat-
ment providers, representing a 
440% increase over the previous 
year. The significant growth was 
followed by a 185% increase over 
the previous year in the number 
of individuals receiving gambling 
treatment.

The study found that 68% of 
adult Illinoisans reported gam-
bling in the past year, with the 
State lottery being the most pop-
ular form. Following legalization 
and expansion, gambling at video 

gaming terminals and online 
sports betting showed significant 
growth over time.

As the number of individuals 

in need of gambling treatment 
services continues to rise, IDHS 

Gambling is a diverse activity, so different types of gambling 
addiction exist as well. It is not always obvious when someone is 
addicted to gambling. Contrary to popular belief, the act of gam-
bling is not restricted to slot machines, cards and casinos. 

Purchasing a lottery ticket, entering a raffle or making a bet 
with a friend are also forms of gambling.

Gambling addiction can occur when a person feels that they 
are in financial ruin and can only solve their problems by gam-
bling what little they have in an attempt to get a large sum of 
money. 

Unfortunately, this almost always leads to a cycle in which 
the gambler feels they must win back their losses, and the cycle 
goes on until the person is forced to seek rehabilitation to break 
their habit.

Another type of gambling addiction results when a gambler 
plays the games and makes risky bets to experience the emo-
tional high associated with taking huge risks that occasionally 
pay off. In both cases, the person affected by this addiction must 
have the desire to stop the behavior, not just to please family and 
friends. 

The hallmark of any addiction is that you feel you cannot 
stop.

The signs of a gambling problem are often the same as the 
signs of other addictions. Common signs of addiction include 
feeling the need to be secretive about gambling; having trouble 
controlling gambling habits; gambling when you cannot afford 
to, and when your friends and family express concern about your 
gambling.

Different types of gambling addictions
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Two backpacks full of emer-
gency supplies sit ready for action 
in John and Chloe Clayborn’s 
Lincoln Park living room — one 
“go bag” for each of them. 

The Clayborns check and up-
date their go bags regularly to 
prepare for the unexpected. 

Yes, emergencies can happen 
here too.

With the city seemingly spiral-
ing out of control, and extreme 
weather events escalating in fre-
quency and severity in recent 
years, experts urge families to 
plan ahead for both man-made 
and natural disasters. 

When the electricity snaps 
off, and Internet crashes, it may 
already be too late to prepare to 
flee. After an emergency, you 
may need to survive on your own 
for several days. 

Being prepared means having 
your own food, water and other 
critical supplies to last for sev-
eral days. A disaster supplies kit 
is a collection of basic items your 
household may need in the event 
of an emergency.

Ready.gov, a FEMA website, 
recommends putting together a 
“collection of basic items” to last 
for several days, including food, 
water, a change of clothes, cash 
and a flashlight.

The Clayborns admit to being 

Maintaining calm  
amid chaos is critical

Families pack ‘Go Bags’  
to be ready for disasters

caught off guard a few times dur-
ing severe storms while living in 
Puerto Rico years ago. The two 
have since assembled go bags, 
utilizing tips from various online 
sites.                           

“The contents of that bag might 
literally save your life,” John 
Clayborn said.

The Clayborns also rehearse 
their emergency escape route. 
Know what disasters and haz-
ards  could affect your area, how 
to get emergency alerts, and where 
you would go if you and your 
family need to evacuate.  Make 
sure your family has a plan and 
practice it often.

“Being ready to face a disaster 
may be the difference between 
life and death when it unexpect-
edly hits,” said Robert Hendriks, 
U.S. spokesperson for a Christian 
relief organization. “We can’t just 
say life is precious; we need to 
live it. That’s why advice to take 
practical steps to protect our-
selves and our families from dan-
ger makes so much sense — even 
if threats seem far off.” 

Many make preparing go bags a 
fun activity for kids, letting them 
pick out their own bags and add 

their favorite toys and nonperish-
able snacks.

“Everyone in the family had a 
role in preparing the bags,” Chloe 
Clayborn said. “They know what’s 
in them, and they know where to 
find them. You’re not going to re-
gret it. It could save your life.”

A go-bag should include a first 
aid kit, flashlight, extra batteries, 
matches in a waterproof container 
and a whistle. It also may be help-
ful to have strong tape, plastic 
sheeting and a few tools. 

Keep this kit in a designated 
place and have it ready in case you 
have to leave your home quickly. 
Make sure all family members 
know where the kit is kept. After 
assembling your kit remember 
to maintain it so it’s ready when 
needed. Replace expired items as 
needed, and re-think your needs 
every year and update your kit as 
your family’s needs change.

And for those who still go to an 
office, be prepared to shelter at 
work for at least 24 hours. Your 
work kit should include food, 
water and other necessities like 
medicines, as well as comfort-
able walking shoes, stored in a 
“grab and go” case. In case you 
are stranded, keep a kit of emer-
gency supplies in your car too. 
Something as simple as a warm 
blanket and lit candle could save 
your life.

A joint chamber networking 
event will be held with the Lin-
coln Park, Lakeview - Roscoe 
Village, Lakeview East, and Old 
Town chambers participating 5:30 
to 7:30 p.m. Thursday, July 28.

Celebrate the summer with the 
return of one of the most well-

City views and networking  
with four local chambers July 28

attended, in-person, network-
ing events of the season on the 
outdoor roof deck at Lakeshore 
Sport & Fitness, 1320 W. Fuller-
ton Ave. 

Guests may connect with pro-
fessionals from across the North 
Side while enjoying snack bites, 
drinks, and delightful skyline 
views as you kick back and watch 
the sunset.

For reservations or more infor-
mation call 773-880-5200.

gambling see p. 13

“The contents of that 
bag might literally  

save your life,”  
John Clayborn said.

News tips?
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Audience members are required to be masked at all times throughout the theatre. For the latest health and safety procedures and guidelines visit BroadwayInChicago.com/covid19.

who were regulars in his establishment.”
Before buying the bar, Cunneen worked 

as a draftsman and a traveling salesman, 
saving money to attend the Univ. of Illi-
nois’ when he was 32. For about 25 years, 
he also played guitar in a wedding band.

In the 1970s and 1980s, he played 16” 
softball and sponsored men’s and women’s 
teams when both won their Loyola Park 
league championships in 1986. As he and 
his friends got older, they switched from 
softball to golf, favoring the Chicago Park 
District’s Robert A. Black Golf Course on 

cunneen from p. 1 Pratt Blvd.
On Tuesdays and Fridays, the Old Gee-

zers Club holds court in the bar. Ranging 
in age from about 75 to the upper 80s, they 
arrive in the afternoon to talk politics. 
Cunneen wouldn’t say much. But what he 
did say usually was worth listening to, re-
ported O’Donnell.

His wife remembered a time he grew 
exasperated at a patron who was going on 
and on about being alone at Christmas. 
Cunneen told him, “Look at me, I’m work-
ing here and having to listen to you.”

But kids saw through his gruff demean-
or. They’d crack up when he’d demand, 

est. An interior designer by profession, he 
would decorate the windows of her senior 
housing according to the seasons.”

“He always made everybody feel very 
comfortable. Marcus to me is nothing but 
kindness and welcoming, and I don’t know 
why anybody would want to do that to 
him,” said Holloway.

Lee and Merge met about a year before 
the murder. Assistant State’s Attorney 
Franka D’Antignac said they met often to 
eat, do drugs, and occasionally sleep to-
gether. Sometimes, Merge gave Lee and 
his family money. But their relationship 
soured.

Merge maintained a “detailed calendar” 
of their relationship, D’Antignac said dur-
ing Lee’s bail hearing on the Fourth of 
July. 

Racked by a disease that D’Antignac did 
not identify, Merge’s weight had fallen to 
just 121 lbs by June 28, 2020.

Around 4 p.m. that afternoon, surveil-
lance cameras in his apartment building 
on the 5700 block of N. Sheridan recorded 
Merge returning home with Lee. They ar-
gued as they boarded the elevator and went 
to the fifth floor, D’Antignac said. Merge 
was never seen outside his apartment 
again.

The argument continued inside the 
apartment, and Merge hit Lee, causing a 
cut near his eye, according to D’Antignac. 
Lee strangled Merge with his hands and 
then choked him from behind after he fell 
to the floor, she claimed. Lee continued 
strangling him with an extension cord, but 
Merge crawled away to the bedroom, she 
said.

Lee followed him, grabbed a pillow, and 
smothered Merge, eventually dragging him 
into the bathroom, D’Antignac continued.

When Lee realized Merge was dead, he 
went out and bought six bags of ice, which 
he used to keep Merge’s body chilled in the 
bathtub, according to D’Antignac. Lee later 
removed the shelves from Merge’s refriger-
ator and stuffed his body inside, she said.

A building manager found Merge’s body 
in the refrigerator during a well-being check 
on July 6. The medical examiner ruled his 
death a homicide by strangulation.

Fingerprints were discovered on the re-
frigerator shelves, which had been hidden 
in a closet. Some prints matched a woman 
who works at the appliance manufacturer’s 
South Carolina factory. D’Antignac said 
the others matched Lee.

Testing of DNA material found on the 
extension cord and under Merge’s finger-
nails is pending.

Lee was arrested at the Skokie court-
house on Friday. He gave investigators 
a detailed statement and admitted to the 
murder, according to D’Antignac.

On June 5, 2020, just 23 days before 
Merge was last seen alive, prosecutors 
charged Lee with attempted vehicular hi-
jacking. In that case, he is accused of bran-
dishing a knife and ordering two people 
out of a car in the 1100 block of W. Bryn 
Mawr. The driver of the car backed up and 
sought help.

A judge initially set bail in the carjack-
ing case at $100,000 with electronic moni-
toring, according to records maintained by 
the Law Office of the Cook County Public 
Defender. Court records that would show 
if the bail conditions were subsequently 
changed were not available due to the holi-
day. The carjacking case is still pending.

Lee was represented at his bail hearing 
on July 4 by two private attorneys, Steve 
Pick and Dennis Doherty.

According to them, Lee, 24, has been 
undergoing psychotherapy treatment for 
ten years. He was born addicted to crack 
cocaine and was raised in Rogers Park by 
a minister.

Pick suggested that if Merge struck Lee 
in the face, Lee might have a self-defense 
claim.

“He did not have to kill him,” D’Antignac 
countered.

Judge Kelly McCarthy granted the 
state’s request to keep Lee in custody with-
out bail.

killed from p. 1

Rogers Park  
Taco Crawl  

July 21
The residents and businesses 

in Rogers Park are once again 
hosting its popular Taco Crawl 3 
to 6 p.m. Thursday, July 21.

The event is being organized 
by the Rogers Park Business Al-
liance to help support Clark St. 
restaurants as they serve their 
signature tacos. 

The crawl will take place rain 
or shine, along Clark St. between 
Devon Ave. and Rogers Ave.

Tickets are limited and can be 
purchased in advance for $20 
each. Check in is at 7056 N. Clark 
St.

For ticket information, and a 
list of participating business-
es, visit https://business.rpba.
org/events/details/taco-crawl-
10283.

held their final services there in May and 
have now relocated their services to Unity 
Lutheran Church, 1212 W. Balmoral Ave. 

“I appreciate the overwhelming support 
by residents to have this historic church 
landmarked,” said Ald. Harry Osterman 
[48th]. “I have been in contact with the  
developer and the church about the  
possible adaptive reuse of the structure 
that would conform with this historic  
landmarking, and will continue to keep  
the community informed if this is viable.” 
He said he is also seeking out a new space 
in the ward for the homeless shelter that 
was run out of the church basement. 

The congregation was formed in 1888, 
when Edgewater only had a few hundred 
residents. The church building itself was 
built in 1891, with designs by architect 
Frederick B. Townsend. In the 1930s,  
the building was expanded with a new 
community house for the growing congre-
gation.

church from p. 1

Uptown apartment rents are rising, ac-
cording to Gottlieb. “I am seeing a lot of 
investors wanting to buy property near 
commercial development, and there’s a lot 
of that going on in Uptown right now,” he 
said.

sro from p. 1

“When are you gettin’ a job?”
If people had money problems, he helped 

them out. He told his wife he thought of 
loans as gifts. That way, he didn’t worry 
about them. Almost always, he got paid 
back.

One time, 10 years or more after Cun-
neen had given a man a loan of about 
$5,500, the recipient sent him a letter with 
a $2,000 check and reported he was doing 
well. Over time, he repaid the debt in full, 
his wife told O’Donnell.

Parishioners held their final services at the 131-year-old Epworth Church in May and have now 
relocated their services to Unity Lutheran Church, 1212 W. Balmoral Ave.


