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The call came in the middle of a Friday
afternoon. Josh and Dana were puttering around their cabin in Maine
– actually, a rather complete and commodious log home with
elaborate security features. Dana was organizing the ingredients
for their dinner and Josh had just come in from maintenance on the
grounds. No grass to cut but trees to trim and brush to
clear.

‘Mr. Malley?’

‘It is.’

‘Mr. Malley, this is Brad Healy. I’m
calling you from Cincinnati, Ohio. How is your day
going?’

‘Fine, Mr. Healy. What can I do for
you?’

‘I think we want to hire you for a
project we have going on here. It’s corporate sponsored that’s too
involved to do proper justice over the phone. We’d like you to fly
out here to discuss. We will pay for your time in case you or we
decide not to proceed. If we can make a date, we will have round
trip tickets available at Northeast Tours.’

‘How can I learn more about your
organization before I travel there? Do you have a web site or some
briefing book?’

‘We keep a low profile and have elected
to not have public availability of the more confidential aspects of
our organization which we refer to as ‘The Coalition’, by the way.
I can assure you that The Coalition is supported and managed by
blue ribbon citizens. We know that you know quality management and
predict that you will be impressed and assured once you have the
full story. Would you be willing to visit us to hear the complete
story?’

‘You have me intrigued, sir, but I will
need a day or two to think about it. How can you be
reached?’

Contact info was provided and the call
ended.

Dana had heard most of Josh’s end of
the call. ‘What was that about?’

‘Some guy from Cincinnati representing
a low profile group he calls The Coalition. Some sort of a project
they may want to hire me for.’

‘Why you?’

‘Good question. Come to think of it, he
said the plane tickets would be at Northeast Tours. How was he so
confident that I deal with them for my travel
arrangements?’

‘How, indeed.’

‘Oh, yes. He also said ‘we know that
you know good management’. Sounds like they have run some sort of
background check on me.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘I have to admit, I’m intrigued. I’m
between gigs anyhow and they are picking up the tab for travel and
my time. I guess I’m interested enough to go talk with them.
Besides, I’ve never been to Cincinnati. Have you?’

‘No, I haven’t but as a historian, I
understand it has a rich history. If you take the job, I might just
come join you after this term ends in a few weeks. Would I be in
the way?’

‘Geeze, are you kidding? I always love
being on our little adventures together. If it is a reasonable
assignment, I will want you there as soon as you’re able. In fact,
maybe I can squeeze them for your travel, too.’

‘Could be fun.’

Dana Ward was an junior professor of
history at Bowdoin College in nearby Brunswick. There was a
Thanksgiving break upcoming that she could use to join Josh in
Cincinnati. Having just completed, published and given
presentations on the historic issues of Eastern Kentucky, she was
beginning to think about her next research project anyhow. She
could do a survey of Cincinnati to see if there were issues there
that had not yet been thoroughly studied. Besides, maybe her work
could assist Josh in some way if he were hired. She looked forward
to a possible visit to the ‘Queen City of the West’.

Josh made the date, picked up his
ticket and drove to Boston to allow a two hour direct flight. He
was met at the Cincinnati airport – which is in Kentucky – by a car
service and transported to The Cincinnatian Hotel, smack in the
center of the central business district. After checking in and
unpacking, he asked the concierge for directions and suggestions
and lit out on foot to see what he could see. He sure didn’t have
to go far. The friendly and active central square, ‘Fountain
Square’, was a block away and teeming with activity. Outdoor
restaurants, a well maintained iconic fountain, a performance stage
and street vendors were all doing business with an eclectic mix of
people; kids and oldsters, couples, black and white, business
people from the surrounding office towers. It was all
there.

Following the directions of the
concierge assisted by sidewalk pedestrians, he found his way the
half dozen blocks to the waterfront on the Ohio River. Here again,
there was thriving activity; a park, a terraced serpentine wall
that looked like a great place to watch river activity, an old
cobblestone landing that must have welcomed riverboat commerce for
a couple of centuries, a wonderful, well-loved suspension bridge to
Kentucky and a small showboat, the’Majestic’. He liked the vibe
already.

He met Brad Healy for breakfast. Brad
still did not delve into the gist of the assignment but gave Josh
some idea of what to expect and a list of the meeting participants.
As Brad had alluded over the phone, the list was impressive. Major
players with world class local companies.

The 9 o’clock meeting the next morning
was held in a conference room at his hotel for the convenience of
the participants, some whom walked from their own offices. What a
compact town. How efficient, thought Josh.

Cincinnati is the home of several
companies dominant in their field; P&G in cleaning and beauty
products, Macy’s in retail, Kroger in supermarkets, GE Aviation in
large jet engines, American Financial and Fifth Third Bancorp for
banking, Chiquita in fruit, ComAir in aviation, AK in steel. Other
major companies have outposts, as well. A city that fights above
its weight in corporate clout.

The corporate chieftains were relaxed,
approachable and had an easy comfort with one another. Josh was
made to feel at home. Joining in were a few city and regional
government representatives. Coffee was served and the group
gathered around a table. Although Josh was the subject of the
meeting, he was not made to feel pressure or under the gun. He
admired the way they did business.

Brad Healy, evidently a paid general
administrator for the Coalition, was acting as moderator and made
introductory remarks.

‘Gentlemen, we’re gathered this morning
to review our project and to meet Josh Malley. As you all know, Mr.
Malley has been vetted by our researchers and you have all received
the summary of those investigations.’

Josh tried to not show surprise but was
unaware until this minute that he had been the subject of a
background check. He had been through so many background checks to
achieve Top Secret military clearance that he could usually pick up
the clues. These guys were good.

One of the executives spoke up.
‘Besides your work with the Judge Advocate General offices while
you were in the Corps, and your award-winning investigative
reporting with the LA Times, you recently did a sterling job for
Ford Motor. Some of our board members are on the Ford board and
visa versa. Frankly, that’s why you are here. You seem to be
willing and able to get into the nitty gritty of your assignments
and make positive things happen or, in the Ford case, keep bad
things from happening. Anyhow, we are impressed with your
credentials.’

‘I thank you for those kind words but I
am at a disadvantage regarding whether I am the right man for your
job as I know absolutely nothing about the job. I look forward to
that briefing.’

‘Ah, yes. Our apologies. We asked Brad
to allow us to be part of that. So, here we all are. Let’s get to
it.’ Nods all around the table.

Another of the execs spoke up. ‘Let me
lead off, if I may.’ He glanced around the table and got
encouraging gestures.

‘Our organization – if we can even call
it that – has concerns for the quality of life in and image of our
city. Some of that is civic boosterism, some philanthropic, some
pure self-serving corporate motivation. But, even the corporate
motivation is not really that ‘robber baron’ selfish. The life
blood of our companies – and we have some fine ones here – is the
attraction of top grade talent in an increasingly competitive
recruiting environment. We need to have a city with a maximum of
‘livability’ and a minimum of ‘undesirability’. Unfortunately, our
town has acquired some bad press and bad image emanating from one
particular neighborhood. That neighborhood is Over-the-Rhine or
‘OTR’ as we commonly call it.’

Another board member spoke up. Over the
Rhine should be our proudest community. It has a rich history, a
prime location and a treasure trove of period historic
architecture. All the elements for success.’

‘But…?’

‘But, despite many waves of inspiration
and investment, tender love and caring, it continues to
flounder.’

‘What role would I assume?’

‘We need some fresh eyes. You have done
well in Dearborn and Charlotte and other locations. We want you to
survey our situation and see if there is an opportunity we are
missing. We are willing to pay you – and, rather well – for an open
ended survey of the situation. We would hope to have your
observations and recommendations within a month.’

‘I will need to delve into the
background, of course. I have a package deal to propose. My wife is
an historian, a professor at Bowdoin College, and a damned good
one. If you extend the pay to cover her expenses, she could
expedite the backgrounding.’

‘Our check of you inevitably, of
course, covered your, shall we say ‘significant other’? We are
aware of her standing in the historical research community and I,
myself, am a proud Bowdoin alum so I know how high their standards
are. She would, of course, be an asset to the investigation. I’m
sure we could cover her?’ He looked around the table and was given
various gestures of approval.

‘You have not asked what we would pay
and we have not asked your fee. Of course, we know the fees you
gained from other projects. We will have to moderate the double fee
you were awarded for the Ford project but that was an extraordinary
situation. I can only say that you will be well compensated for
your time, Mr. Malley.’

‘I accept the terms on trust and a
handshake in deference to the quality and eminence of this board. I
will start immediately even though I only have an overnight bag
with me. My wife, Dana, will FedEx fresh gear and we’ll get right
to it.’

‘Excellent. Brad will get you started
and we look forward to having your…er…’

‘Wife will do. We are not married but
we are husband and wife for all practical purposes and refer to
ourselves that way. Also, I am Josh rather than Mr. Malley. Thanks
for the opportunity, gentlemen. I will do what I can.’

‘You always seem to deliver, Josh.
Welcome aboard.’

Josh retired to his room but only to
make a phone call. He rang up an old cohort from the LA Times,
Willard ‘Will’ Melton, now working for the local paper, The
Enquirer.

‘Will. It’s Josh Malley. How’s your
crusty old ink-stained self?’

‘As I live and breathe. Could this
actually be the infamous scribe of the underworld? It’s what, 10 am
here? Must be about 7 am in LA. Why the early call?’

‘Actually, I left LA shortly after you
did in the next wave of layoffs. I live in Maine now but I’m here
in your lovely berg.’

‘Holy Moses! I will rush into print the
just-broken news of your celebrity visit. I should get my own
Pulitzer for this one.’

‘Always the clown. Actually, I could
use some local color from you. Do they let you out for
lunch?’

‘Bless you for providing an excuse to
escape this zoo. Where and when?’



‘Your town. Pick a place I can reach on
foot from The Cincinnatian. Maybe a few clicks before noon to miss
the lunch bunch?’

‘Good call. OK. Get directions to
Skyline Chili. It’s only a block north of you. If you haven’t
experienced Cincinnati Chili, it comes with a warning…it’s
addictive.’

‘I was afraid the warning would have to
do with lower tract distress.’

‘That, too. See you soon.’

Unfortunately, there was no missing the
lunch crowd at Skyline. It was full and bustling but Josh snagged a
booth just as Will popped in the door.

‘Well, you’ve aged considerably but I
still recognize the carcass.’

‘I’m glad to see you, too. How is the
Enquirer? Crazy as the Times?’

‘Hey, it’s the rag trade. Same old
struggle to survive in the iPad age. What brings you to
town?’

‘After the LA Times meltdown, I fled to
the furthest corner of the USA with a bit of a chip on my shoulder.
My blood pressure went up whenever the idea of news reporting
entered my mind. But, the writing scam was still alive and well in
my graying breast so I got into corporate PR.’

‘Sounds fancy. Can you make a living at
that in Maine?’

‘I had some good luck with a local gig
or two and the word went out and I have gotten jobs in LA,
Michigan, the Carolinas and now here. One was for Ford Motor which,
I think, led to this one.’

‘Great. That means we’ll see you around
here for awhile? Who hired you?’

‘Well, that’s what I needed to ask you
about. I have come in absolutely cold on the city, the situation,
the players. They checked me out – rather thoroughly – but I have
yet to check them out. Do you know of a group called ‘The
Coalition’?

‘Wow. That’s who hired you? That’s a
high compliment, my good man. They are the crème de la crème
hereabouts. The best and the brightest of our local firmament. Good
people, no, great people. The town would be like Steubenville
without the support and savvy these people bring to the
city.’

‘Can I read up on them?’

‘Not much. They keep a pretty low
profile but they do great work.’

‘Like what?’

‘Good question. They kind of pick up
the slack of the rest of the civic or municipal or charitable
groups. Even quietly fund the sorts of developments that have
multipliers, that have leverage. They put down a cornerstone and
other projects seem to pop up around it on the confidence the
cornerstone projects throw off. Say, here’s a great example. Have
you wandered into Fountain Square yet?’

‘I did yesterday. It was a happenin’
place.’

‘OK, that’s an example of something
that would not have happened without strings pulled, nudges,
cutting of red tape, cajoling, supporting and sometimes
financing.’

‘Financing what part of it?’

‘The action at Fountain Square and
Garfield Place and The Waterfront, etc, is a combination of things
that reach a critical mass and then burn of their own heat. Any of
those success stories, however, had shaky starts. Just like startup
companies. And until they start paying their own way, The
Coalition’s fine hand is around the edges keeping things from
blowing away. Great people, I’m telling you. So what are they
hiring you to do?’

‘There is a neighborhood they call Over
the Rhine…’

‘Oh, boy. That’s a whole ‘nuther kettle
of fish.’

‘Why so?’

The harried waitress finally arrives,
turning back the page of her order pad and giving them the
hurry-up-I’m-busy signals.

‘What’s it to be, Hon?’

‘I’ve only glanced at the menu. What
are 3-ways and 5-ways…?’

The waitress did some sighing and eye
rolling.

Will jumped in. ‘I’ll order. Two
5-ways, Millie, and don’t spare the horses.’

‘Horse is off the menu,’ and she was
gone.

‘First time here?’

‘Yeah. I usually dine at The Banker’s
Club…NOT!’

‘So, what’s the problem with Over the
Rhine?’

‘We call it ‘OTR’ for short. It’s a
great piece of real estate. Chock-a-block with period architecture.
Strategically placed in this rather compact valley that holds the
city.’

‘But…’

‘But, it has had, and still has, a
roller coaster history of boom and bust, peace and war that goes
back to the mid-1800s. Right now, it is coming out of a war and a
bust, or trying to. The Coalition is up to their hips in the
recovery efforts but they – and everyone else – are having a tough
time of it.’

‘Because…’

‘There is an entrenched ‘poverty lobby’
woven in with a strong narco culture. They’re trying to make over
the area without running everyone out. It’s like trying to change a
tire on a moving vehicle. Very challenging. By the way, what have
they hired you to do?’

‘It’s pretty fluffy, actually. They
asked me to review the situation and see if there is something they
may be missing to help change the momentum there, I guess. Fresh
eyes and all that. Sort of an open-ended survey.’

‘You may earn your money with this one,
Josh. It’s a tough nut to crack. A lot of folks have broken their
swords on it. Let me know what I can do to help. I’d like something
good to happen there, too.’

The chili 5-ways – plates of spaghetti
covered chili, shredded cheddar, diced onions and red beans -- were
delivered and consumed with a river of ice water to douse the
flames. Upon leaving, Will pointed to the prominent display of
breath mints and Tums at the cashier and recommended Josh stock up.
‘You’ll have dragon breath for a few weeks. But, if you survive,
you’ll be back for more. Trust me.’

‘Thank you, good friend, for the civic
and cuisine introduction. Guess my next stop will be to look over
this ‘hood. How far is it?’

‘Close. It starts about five blocks due
north right up this street and goes another 10 blocks or
so.’

‘Should I rent a car?’

‘If you really want to see what goes
on, I wouldn’t recommend a car. Lousy parking.’

‘Thanks for yet another nugget of sage
counsel. I have an idea.’

Josh walked back to his hotel and went
directly to the concierge. He read his name tag.

‘Harry. I need a bicycle. Can you
conjure one up for me? I’ll need it for awhile, maybe on a weekly
lease or something. And, oh yes, an indestructible bike lock. My
name is Josh, by the way. I’ll be here awhile so we may do ongoing
business.’ He slipped Harry a twenty.

‘Will do, Josh. Happy to have you
around. Call on me for anything. That’s why I’m here.’

* * * * * * *

Tommy ‘Crunch’ Karlinsky was born in
Coal Ridge, West (by God) Virginia. Miner father. Middle kid of
six. Hard scrabble. Went into the Army at 17 with his parents’
encouragement and signatures. He had always admired the respect
paid to the local law enforcement officers so applied for and was
accepted into MOS (military occupation specialty) Field 31, Law
Enforcement, better known as the ‘MPs’ for Military Police. It
didn’t hurt that Tommy had a formidable physical presence. He was
intimidating. Naturally barrel-chested and heavy limbed, he put the
weight room to good advantage and was a bit of a physical specimen.
And, he liked to push people around and crack a head or two. As an
MP, he had license to intimidate and bully. A perfect
match.

Unfortunately, Tommy even intimidated
his superiors. After some overzealous incidents and sensing trouble
ahead, he was given a minor disability discharge – nominally
‘honorable’ – and eased out.

After the Army, he gravitated to
Cincinnati, the nearest ‘big’ town, again applied for and was
accepted as a recruit in the Cincinnati Police Force. His MP
training gave him a head start and he was a golden boy of his class
at the police academy and a standout as a rookie. The ‘old guard’
of the CPD loved him. The old guard were head breakers and Tommy
was their kind of guy.

The CPD, however, was in a period of
transition to modernity of a softer, more citizen-centric force
that was learning to do community outreach, relearn foot -- and
bike and horse -- patrols, to win hearts and minds of the tougher
communities. There was a bifurcation in the organization. There
were two Assistant Chiefs; Tommy Karlinsky rose to be one and a
razor sharp former Marine officer with a Ph.D, Granville ‘Granny’
Perkins, was the other.

Granny was one of the enlightened new
breed of the William Bratton mold. He had the Reagan
trust-but-verify, iron-fist-in-the-velvet-glove, ‘broken windows’
approach. Community leaders in the ghetto communities were being
won over by his approach. Predictably, the gang bangers and narco
princes that, like terrorists, hid among the more docile
inhabitants of the ‘hood, hated him. He was proving too effective,
especially in gaining support for the neighborhood watch activity.
Thugs and drug entrepreneurs want an intimidated neighborhood. They
worked hard at frightening the locals to not report crime. Homes
and businesses were torched, people beaten and, occasionally,
killed as ‘advertisements’ of suppression. Their message is, you
tell, you die. Undermining this was Granny Perkins’ community
policing and civic support. The people were beginning to trust the
police. That was a horror scenario for thugs and criminals. It kept
them awake at night.

Just as the dry counties of the south
are kept dry by two elements -- the fundamentalist preachers and
the bootleggers -- the community policing was opposed by two
diametrically opposed forces; the criminals and the ‘hard ass’
police.

Tommy Karlinsky’s contingent within the
Cincinnati Police Force also espoused and practiced intimidation.
To their collective mind, all black people were niggers and were, a
priori, automatically suspect and requiring strong control. Very
strong control as in intimidation by bullying, humiliation,
suppression of legitimate complaints and professional arrogance.
All heated the pot of citizen resentment. Sometimes the pot boiled
over. It did in 2001.

* * * * * * *

As Josh peddled north on heavily
traveled Vine Street, he passed a well-tended wide street on his
left with an equestrian statue and center landscaping. That was
Garfield Place. On his right was the public library, an obvious hub
of activity. Within a few more commercial blocks, he came to
another very wide street, Central Parkway. He later learned that
this was ‘The Rhine’ of Over-the-Rhine fame, a filled-in canal of
the late 1800s. The other side of the parkway was OTR
itself.

Although he had already seen a good
dose of period buildings of the 1870 – 1920 vintage, they thickened
up on the north side of Central Parkway. Few buildings for the next
mile were not graceful vintage buildings although many were in need
of maintenance and some boarded up. After a few blocks at the
beginning of OTR, the ‘Gateway’, where there were signs of serious
renovation and gentrification, the bulk of his initial bicycle tour
was through poor neighborhoods with lots of aimless people hanging
out of windows and talking or walking slowly on the sidewalks. All
the benches of a park – Washington Park – were occupied. Most of
the people were black but there was a smattering of white faces but
no Hispanics nor Asians that he spotted. He saw, basically, a
community ‘on hold’. It needed upgrading to regain the grace and
dignity of the housing stock and the citizens looked as if they
needed jobs more than anything. He sensed the frustrations of
well-intentioned developers. Where to start?

* * * * * * *

Before dinner that night, Josh checked
in with Dana at their home in Maine.

‘So, how’s it going, Hon? How was your
first day on the job?’

‘What makes you think I took the
job?’

‘Do I know my man? You would have
called me from the airport on your way back if their proposal had
not been of interest to you.’

‘Yeah, well, you’re right. They had me
with ‘hello’. Actually, I was in a receptive mood even before the
meeting. The town is something special.’

‘I have but dipped my little pinkie
into the historical lake and I’m on board, as well. Lots of story
there. Is it still OK if I join you?’

‘Au contraire, my flower. I have you
written into the contract, verbal though it is. They vetted you
while they were clearing me and see you as a meaningful addition to
the investigation. When will you be able to fly?’

‘I think I will be clear here on
Thursday. Let’s say I can fly on Friday. How?’

‘No good connections from Portland.
You’ll have to drive to Boston Logan like I did. Then, it’s a
non-stop in two hours. The ticket will be at Northeast Tours. I
don’t need a car here so I suggest you just take a cab to the
Cincinnatian Hotel and check into my room as ‘Mrs. Smith’. Just
kidding. I’ll have the desk on the lookout for you and explain that
you’re not just another hooker.’

‘Another? Well, we’ll just have to wean
you away from that. Momma’s on her way.’

‘Oh, goodie. As you have the
opportunity, start an in-depth look-see into Over-the-Rhine, or
‘OTR’ as they call it here. That’s the nubbin of my assignment.
Things are not going well there and I’m to see if I can spot some
pivot point in the neighborhood dynamics that can light off a more
vigorous revitalization. Sort of fluffy, I know, but the more I
know about this area, the more likely I will be to spot something
they can’t see.’

‘Will do. You won’t have to prod me.
With only an hour of poking around Google I have enough enthusiasm
for the romance of the place to keep me intrigued for quite awhile.
Between the stories of Mount Adams, the river commerce, the
Roebling suspension bridge, the German immigrations I could
probably burrow in there for a year or two.’

‘Focus, my lamb. You may rediscover the
entire middle kingdom of Ohio at your leisure but I need to unsnarl
the issues specifically related to this one pivotal
neighborhood.’

‘Spoil sport. But, I will have to put
OTR’s phases into the perspective of surrounding events and
influences, you know. That’s historical research, my good
fellow.’

‘Yes, dear. You give me the historical
perspective and I will be your man-on-the-street, plying my humble
gumshoe trade in the path of danger and…’

‘Oye! Spare me. I’ll see you
Friday.’

‘I will sit by the window in eager
anticipation.’

‘Oh, lord. You need a hug.’

* * * * * * *

Randall ‘Crutch’ Crutcher had been
Chief of Police through some dramatic ups and downs. He was Chief
in 2001 when the city exploded into race riots from which
Cincinnati has not yet fully recovered. He survived the
investigations and recriminations and Federal oversight because he
is a mediator, a healer. When an unarmed young black man was shot
dead by one of his officers during a chase, he held his ground
against demands for all sorts of radical revisions. He got to the
bottom of the situation and determined that the shooting was not an
unreasonable response due to the actions of the young man. Later a
RAND Corporation review of CPD practice showed that the force was
NOT habitually racial profiling as had been the accusations from
the black community. Nonetheless, the police relations with the
predominantly black citizens continued to be ‘strained’, to use a
mild term.

Now, there was this visitor who he was
accepting upon the request of one of the prominent members of The
Coalition. What was he thinking? They were all ‘prominent’. Who is
this one? A ‘consultant’ was all he had been told. Save me from
consultants. Anyhow, I will put on my friendly, cooperative face
and be the diplomat, one of the major roles of this
position.

‘Well, Mr. Malley, welcome. You come
highly recommended by our Coalition, and that is high
recommendation, indeed. How may I help you?’
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