
There’s a plain gray light
pole in northwest Chico that is
adorned with bright silk flowers

and faded photo-
graphs.

It’s a memorial
for a young Chico
woman, Nicole Fu-
gate, who died
there while riding
her motorcycle.

The accident
doesn’t make

sense. It occurred at 6 p.m. on
a Sunday in September 2017.
The place where she crashed,
on Holly Avenue near Mis-
sion Ranch Boulevard, is fairly
straight. There was plenty of
light and no rain.

Police believe Fugate was rid-
ing by herself, lost control of her
motorcycle and hit a curb. No
witnesses came forward to say
they saw the accident. There’s
no indication another vehicle
was involved.

Then how? Maybe a vehicle
coming out of Mission Ranch
Boulevard didn’t see her and
caused her to crash. Maybe a
dog or cat darted across the
road. Not knowing must con-
tribute to the pain her family

and friends feel.
I always wanted to do some

more research, talk to the loved
one who adorns the pole, find
out where Nikki was going and
where she had been.

I’d bet it’s an interesting
story.

• • •
There’s a stoplight in Chico

that makes me shudder every
time I get stopped first at the
light.

It’s the place where seven
years ago, a drunk Durham
man named Jeffrey Menzies hid
in the dark at 3:15 a.m. and shot
the first person who stopped at
the light.

That was David Yang, an as-
sociate pastor at a church in
Oroville who worked at a nearby
rehabilitation facility and was
headed back to work.

Menzies killed one of the few
people in the world with the ca-
pacity to forgive him. Yang’s
family and friends made that
clear. That didn’t make the
senseless killing any easier to
accept.

The prosecution said Menzies
just wanted to kill a man, so he
did, at random. Menzies had no

defense in the trial. He was sen-
tenced to life in prison without
parole.

Years later, I still want to go
interview Menzies in prison.
We’ve written about what a re-
markable person David Yang
was. We never explored why
Menzies was the exact opposite.

After the interview, I’d then
have to weigh whether the story
should be written. I wouldn’t
want to do anything to offend
Yang’s family.

Just because a criminal talks
doesn’t mean you have to tell
his story.

• • •
There’s a million-dollar duck

club near the Sutter Buttes.
At least that’s what a hunting
buddy told me. I don’t know if I
believe him.

He said it costs a million dol-
lars for a lifetime membership
and Silicon Valley millionaires
pay it willingly. There’s a nice
clubhouse. Guides with trained
dogs and john boats pick you up
at your room, drive you out to
the blind, the dog retrieves what
you shoot, and someone else
cooks it and cleans it.

All you need to do is pull the

trigger, then sit in front of the
fire and drink scotch.

I don’t know if it’s true, but
I’d like to find out. If the rich
folks would talk to me, there’s
a story.

• • •
There’s a man who used to fly

helicopters for the Butte County
Sheriff’s Office. He’s a skilled pi-
lot. He’s a lucky one, too.

Ron Chaplin has crashed
twice, first in 1993 and then 21
years later. The first time he
walked away from the wreck-
age. The second time he suf-
fered just moderate injuries.

I’d like to know what Chap-
lin thinks about cheating death
twice.

Last time I tried to contact
him, through his brother, he
didn’t want to talk. I wasn’t go-
ing to give up.

There’s a story there.
• • •

There’s a highly successful
girls basketball coach named
Mark Priano.

He has won championships
at Champion Christian High
School and Hamilton High
School. He has shaped young
lives on and off the court. He is

by all accounts a man of great
faith and compassion. He’s the
type of man you want coaching
your daughter.

His success as a coach fol-
lowed an unspeakable tragedy.
He was driving his daughter
to a basketball game when the
family’s van was hit by a joy-
riding teenager being chased
by Chico police. Kristie Priano,
Mark’s daughter, died at 15.

It wouldn’t be an easy inter-
view and I don’t even know if
Mark Priano would agree to it,
but I always wonder: How do
you coach other people’s daugh-
ters when the one you really
want to coach, Kristie, isn’t
there? How can a father even
talk about something like that?

It would be a tough story to
write, and to read.

• • •
I wanted to tell those sto-

ries and a thousand more. You’d
think 40 years would be enough
time.

It wasn’t.

David Little’s last day as editor
is Monday. Contact him for a
while longer at dlittle@chicoer.
com.
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So many stories, so little time

Cartoonist’s take

Should old acquaintance
be forgot and never brought
to mind?

Of course
not.

As a year
ticks into its fi-
nal hours, old
acquaintances
are front of
mind, some-
times painfully
so. It lends a

certain melancholy sweetness
to the whole ritual. We mark
a milestone reached, but we
also remember all that we
have lost along the way.

Meaning personal losses,
yes: a dad, a friend, a child, a
husband or a sister who once
was here but has since turned
to memory. But it’s a moment
for remembering our public
losses, too.

Like Sen. John McCain and
former President George H.W.
Bush, two towering states-
men who died at a time when
statesmanship is in short
supply. We lost Dennis Ed-
wards, whose raw, serrated
vocals lifted the Tempta-
tions to “Cloud Nine.” We lost
the Queen, Aretha Frank-
lin, whose voice was a kinetic
fire, burning away everything
but truth. And we lost Stan
“The Man” Lee, the creative
genius who made generations
of us believe in spider pow-
ers, misunderstood mutants,
a rainbow bridge and the sov-
ereign nation of Wakanda.

But the signature loss of
this year was neither per-
sonal nor public. No, 2018
will go down as the year we
lost ourselves. Although,
granted, we’ve been losing
ourselves for a while now.

Americans cherish a self-
image as a people who, while
they may make a wrong turn
here and there, are ultimately
noble, ultimately compassion-
ate, ultimately selfless and ul-
timately driven and defined
by vision, values and verities
that make us unique among
nations. Or as Bruce Spring-
steen sang in a song called
“Long Walk Home,” “That
flag flying over the court-
house means certain things
are set in stone — who we
are, what we’ll do, and what
we won’t.”

He sang that back in 2007,
using the walk home as a
metaphor for bridging the
gulf between what America
is supposed to be and what it
too often was back when the
Iraq War and Hurricane Ka-
trina were still fresh wounds.
But his assertion of American
identity seems critical now in
ways that were unimagina-
ble then.

Meaning, back before we
were a nation where survi-
vors of a mass shooting were
derided as “crisis actors.”

A nation whose president
defends Russia and Saudi

Arabia against the American
intelligence community.

A nation where the govern-
ment ignored a government
report forecasting dire cli-
mate-change consequences.

A nation where Republi-
cans commit voter suppres-
sion and other acts of politi-
cal thuggery in plain sight.

A nation that used tear gas
against children in diapers.

“This isn’t us.” That’s what
people keep saying. But it is.
That’s the entire point. The
abiding anger, the situational
morality, the disregard for
fact, the cruelty, the politi-
cal gangsterism, these things
are what America, writ large,
now stands for. And when
Springsteen sings of “who we
are, what we’ll do and what
we won’t,” well, who the hell
knows anymore?

And yet …
This was the year women

ran for office in blockbuster
numbers, as Democrats won
the House, picked up red-
state gubernatorial wins and
served notice. Because for all
the talk of a blue wave, this
was actually a wave of youth,
femininity and color as Dem-
ocratic voters sent to Con-
gress its first Native Ameri-
can and Muslim women and
the youngest congresswoman
ever, a 29-year-old Latina ac-
tivist.

Liberals understand what
happened here. It will lend
them hope. And hope, one
hopes, will breed new activ-
ism and involvement, will
help people who may not
have considered politics
before to realize that they
have the ability and the re-
sponsibility to create govern-
ment that looks like all of us
and reflects the majority’s
values.

Maybe this year means all
of that. Or at least, so we are
now empowered to hope.

There’s an old Chi-Lites
song that says, “Give more
power to the people.” But in
a democracy, power is not a
thing you wait to be given.
Rather, it is a thing you take
— something the left once
knew but somehow forgot un-
til, perhaps, just now. In re-
claiming that knowledge, we
write a cautiously optimis-
tic coda to a godawful year —
properly sobered by all that
we have lost but also buoyed
by what we have perhaps
found.

Springsteen was right. It’s
going to be a long walk home.
But at least now, for the first
time in a very long time, we
seem to remember the way.

Leonard Pitts is a columnist
for The Miami Herald.
Readers may contact him
via e-mail at lpitts@
miamiherald.com. His
column appears each
Sunday.
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Say goodbye to
2018, the year
we lost ourselves

ByMeganMcCardle
Washington Post Writers Group

Some years ago, I found my-
self locked in a holding cell in a
Hawaii courthouse.

To the best of my recollec-
tion, a grim combination toi-
let and sink stood in one cor-
ner, and there were a couple of
benches along the walls. Other
than that, nothing — not even
toilet paper, which had to be re-
quested, a few sheets at a time,
from the deputies. It was very
dark, and extremely small, and
unutterably bleak, in a way im-
possible to convey without lock-
ing you inside.

I spent about a year in that
cell, by which I mean five to 10
minutes. I was not, I hasten to
add, awaiting a court appear-
ance; I was in Hawaii to report
on an innovative probation pro-
gram that was successfully di-
verting large numbers of people
from prison. During an inter-
view, one of the deputies offered
to let me see a cell from the in-
side.

Not long after the deputy let
me out, I sat in a nearby court-
room and watched a man argue
with the judge. The man had
repeatedly violated his proba-
tion, and the judge was explain-
ing that he had a choice: go to a
long-term residential rehab pro-
gram, or go to prison for many
years.

This seemed no choice at
all — and yet, to my astonish-
ment, the man was yelling that
he didn’t need rehab and wasn’t
going to go. Wearily, the judge
sentenced him to prison and
turned to his next case.

For years afterward, I turned
that scene over in my mind, try-
ing to understand what kind of
person chooses a cell over a hos-
pital bed. And I have been doing
so again since last week, when

Congress passed a landmark
criminal justice reform bill, the
First Step Act.

The bill, which will decrease
sentences in the federal prison
system, had a broad range of
support across the political
spectrum. But it also had vehe-
ment opponents, including Sen.
Tom Cotton, R-Ark., who wrote
last month, “If the bill is passed,
thousands of federal offenders,
including violent felons and sex
offenders, will be released.”

I suspect that the senator was
thinking of men such as the one
I saw in that courtroom, the
ones we used to quaintly call
the “incorrigibles.” The incorri-
gibles are the subjects of all the
worries that surface whenever
someone proposes reducing in-
carceration: how many there
are, what they will do if we re-
lease them.

Nor are those worries base-
less. Criminal justice reform
means taking a chance on peo-
ple who haven’t proved them-
selves very trustworthy. Many
will violate that trust.

But against that, we have
to balance the cost of keeping
someone in a cage. Not just the
obvious costs, such as the tens
of thousands of dollars spent
per prisoner per year; the shat-
tered families and communities;
the suffering of the prisoners.
No, we also have to weigh the
cost to society of making prison
routine, which is that prison be-
comes less effective as a deter-
rent.

During the Great Depres-
sion, George Orwell observed
that mass unemployment makes
it impossible to maintain the
norm that people should work;
a community can’t stigmatize
a condition that afflicts a clear
majority of its members. A sim-
ilar logic applies to mass incar-
ceration: If a substantial frac-

tion of your neighborhood’s pop-
ulation has done jail time, it will
seem both less scary and less
shameful.

As with the community, so
with the individual. It’s a hor-
rifying prospect to be locked
away from every pleasant or de-
cent thing. But it’s probably
most horrifying before you’ve
spent years in that condition,
networking with other crim-
inals and learning the ropes.
Which may be one reason that
mounting evidence shows harsh
sentences make people more
likely to commit future crimes.

So you can think, as I do, that
most people in prison probably
deserve to be there, while still
thinking, as I do, that we should
find some way to keep most of
them out. The biggest problem
with the First Step Act isn’t that
it lets too many people out of
prison, but that it still lets too
many go in. Prison needs to be
a desperate last resort, not the
first.

Which brings me back to Ha-
waii, because years later, I fi-
nally did understand what
I’d seen there. I figured it out
while lunching with residents
of a Utah halfway house, all of
whom had done serious prison
time. As we ate, I related my
story, my continuing bewilder-
ment.

“I would have been begging
that judge to keep me out of
that cell,” I said. “I would have
done anything.”

One of my lunch companions
smiled tolerantly.

“The first night you spend in
prison is the worst night of your
life,” he explained. “But the sec-
ond night … that’s just your
life.”

George Will, our regular
Sunday columnist, is on
vacation.
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