PHILLY
ICENSE

i

=

) FIGHT
RTEXTS [
ADTO
NYPACK
RDER?

N NS



8 HE. BALLOONS
were up, the stream-
ers were flying and
the bouncy house
was on its way.

Then gunshots rang out.

“We heard the six shots,” said
David Chiles, executive director
of the Providence Center, a com-
munity organization on 4th
Street between Huntingdon
Street and Lehigh Avenue. “Iwas
kind of away from the rest of the
group and remember looking at
them and everyone just stopped
and faced the sounds. It was just
still for a while and we were all
just waiting, thinking, ‘OK, what’s
going to happennext?’ ” ‘

‘What happened next is that af-
ter all the planning and anticipa-
tion, after children from local
community organizations and
schools giddily looked forward to
an afternoon of face-painting and
fun and candy — of being kids —
the Providence Center's annual
Halloween Festival at Fairhill
Square Park was called off.

Meanwhile, because of those
gunshots, the students and teach-
ers at nearby Julia de Burgos Ele-
mentary on West Lehigh were on
lockdown — for the fifth time in
eight weeks.

‘When we talk about the obsta-
cles students in some neighbor-
hoods face in their lives and edu-
cations, it's often in the abstract.
‘What aluxury.

You know what’s not abstract?
Students and teachers who al-
most weekly in the past two
months heard the crackle of Code
Blue over the loudspeaker and
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had to lock the doors and turn off
thelights and hit the floor.

“Tyeryone be quiet!” Some-
times they have to lie there for
more than an hour. On Hallow-
een, they huddled in corners in
their pj’s because it was Pajama
Day at the school. Outside, wor-
ried parents wondered what was
going on, if their kids were OK.

Heartbhreaking. But unless
someone dies, like in the deadly
shooting outside a North Philly
charter school in September, few
beyond: the neighborhoods ever
hear about these lockdowns or
theirimpact.

Some apparently aren’t evenre-
ported to the school safety office,
according the district. When I
asked how many lockdowns they
had on the books for the whole dis-
triet, I was told six. I'm going to
take a leap here and guess that
number is off.

“I feel like we're professional
right now at a lockdown,” Burgos
principal ~Maritza  Hernan-
dez said when we chatted in her
office the other day.

The 38-year-old first-time prin-
cipal, who grew up in Fairhill,
wasn't trying to be funny. She
was matter-of-factly stating a de-
pressing fact.

And the fact is that these chil-

dren and teachers aren’t just be- .

ing traumatized, they're being
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David Chiles, executive director of the Providence Center, with teen leaders Benjamin Figueroa and
Samantha Cornelio, who can relate to the tough conditions students at Burgos have experienced.

cheated.

“Our concern when we have
theselockdowns, besides the chil-
dren’s safety, is how do we make
that up?” Hernandez said. “The
teachers and the staff have been
amazing at making sure they pick
up where they left off, but that
means that the kids don't get to
go to music or art because we
have to make that time up some-
where.”

And in the middle of all that
catch-up are changes to daily rou-

tines that every kid needs to feel
safe and a new definition of

what's “normal.”

“Some of the students are
scared,” Hernandez said. “And
some . . . they act like this is nor-
mal. They're like, ‘Miss, I hear
this all the time . .. ." It breaks my
heart because I'm a parent, so if
my children come home and say,
‘I heard gunshots,’ they would
look at me like, ‘What are you go-
ing to do about it?’ and “When are
we moving? and ‘How fast are we

moving? For the children here,
it's, T'm walking home, see you lat-
er;’ and I'm thinking, ‘Are you go-
ing to makeithome?’ ”

I know we've heard all this he-
fore. Tough neighborhoods.
Tough kids. Tough attitudes. I
don't know what's more messed
up here, that children continue to
grow up thinking chaos is the
normor that we as a city, as a soci-
ety, continue to grow accustomed
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He'll stand trial in wife’s murder

BY MENSAH M. DEAN
Daily News Staff Writer
deanm@phillynews.com, 215-568-8278

HRISTOPHER Murray,

the Northeast Philadel-

phia man charged in Au-
gust with killing his wife in Penny-
pack Park, yesterday was or-
dered to stand trial for her mur-
der.

During much of the prelimi-
nary hearing before Municipal
Judge Teresa Carr Deni, Murray
covered his eyes with his hands,
which were handcuffed.

Despite the restraints, Murray
managed to wipe away tears
while listening to homicide Detec-
tive Howard Peterman read the
Aug. 9 statement he gave police.

Murray, whose white hair
makes him appear older than his
48 years, claimed that Connie
Murray, 46, the mother of his two
daughters, got “physical” during
an argument on the evening of
Aug, 4 and he snapped and stran-
gled herto death.

The fight, which took place as
the couple sat on abenchnear the
Crispin ball field, was sparked by
her anger over his sending text
messages to another woman, the
defendant said in his statement.

Connie Murray, who was born
without her right arm below the
elbow, became angry and started
pointing her finger in his face and
smacked him, Murray's state-
ment said.

“T was holding her arms, then I
just snapped,” Peterman said,

reading from Murray’s statement.
When detectives asked if he
choked his wife, Murray, who is 6
feet 2 and weighs more than 200
pounds, replied: “Yes, I guess I
must have. I don’t remember do-
ingit.”
Murray told
detectives
that the rela-
tionship with
the other wom-
an was emo-
tional rather
than sexual,
and that the
woman's hus-

g\?vlﬁe of Yﬁ: Connie
situation. Murray
He said that

after he strangled his wife, he
“panicked,” destroyed her cell-
phone and scattered the piecesin
various places around the park.
Barly the next morning, Aug, 5,

" Christopher
Murray

he called police and reported her
missing, and four hourslater a dog
walker stumbled upon her body.

On Aug. 9, Murray agreed to
take a polygraph test, Peterman
said.

Murray began giving a confes-
sion just be-
fore 11:30 p.m.
that evening,
hesaid.

“Tam deeply,
deeply sorry
for what hap-
pened,” Mur-
ray said in his
statement. “I
wish I had a
time machine
to go back. I
wish 1 could
just go home to bury my wife and
say goodbye to my kids.”

Defense attorney Andrea
Konow argued that Murray
should be held for third-degree

murder because he lacked the
specific intent to kill.

“This is clearly an argument
that moved into a physical con-
frontation and ended in Mrs. Mur-
ray’s death,” she said. ’

Assistant District Attorney
Joanme Pescatore persuaded
Judge Deni to hold Murray for tri-
al on general murder, which will
allow a jury to decide between
premeditated first-degree and
third-degree murder.

Pescatore said the blunt-im-
pact injuries on Connie Murray's
body indicated that she tried to
fight off her hushand despite hav-
ing only onefully functional arm.

He meant to kill her, said Pesca-
tore, who told reporters that
strangulation “ls such an up-
close and personal crime that you
would have to feel the life of that
person actually going out of
them. It’s not something that
takes place in seconds. It’s more
like minutes.” E
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right along with them.

“By virtue of this not being pub-
licized, or noticed, it’s almost like
the greater community has decid-
ed that perhaps this is just what
these kids' lives are going to be or
what they deserve,” Chiles said.

No. These kids don’t deserve
this — neither do the students at
Discovery Charter, who yester-
day were reportedly put on lock-
down when a 19-year-old man
was shot in the leg on the same
block as the school. And not the
students from Pan American
Academy Charter School, who
were put on lockdown after a
shootout in broad daylight in Sep-
tember that lett one person dead
and another wounded.

No one knows that better than
two of Providence Center’s teen
leaders who grew up in some of
the city’'s toughest neighbor-
hoods and who work with the stu-
dents at Burgos: Benjamin
Figueroa, 16, and Samantha Cor-

nelio, 17.

The sound of gunshots was a
part of their lives growing up in
and around Fairhill but even
they've beenrattled by all the lock-

downs.

_“These kids have been through
alot more in one school year than
I've ever experienced,” Cornelio
said.
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Julia de Burgos Elementary principal Maritza Hernandez (from
left), with counselor Jose Carrera and teacher Oscar Oquendo.

Figueroa said his family moved
around the city in search of safer
neighborhoods, but they couldn’t
outrun the violence. He was
about 8 when he saw someone get
shot outside a school playground.

“You want to push it out of your
mind because you're scared. But
itnever really goes away.”

Police Capt. Michael Cram,
commanding officer of the 25th
District, said that despite the lock-
downs, there has not been a spike
in shootings. He said there has
been a marked improvement in
theneighborhood.

“It hasn’t been overnight, and
it'snot perfect, butitis better,” he
said.

Still, some things remain con-
stant.

“Quite honestly the drug trade
is not a peaceful game,” Cram
said. “And these are thugs who
don’t care about anyone but them-
selves. It doesn’t matter if there
are innocent victims, if it's a
church, a school. Nothing is off-
limits to them.” '

‘When I bemoaned the condi-
tions so many children have to
live in, Cram offered some tough
love.

“Butit’s reality,” he said, “and it
should motivate everyone out
there to rise up so that people
know that kind of behavior is not
acceptable. That's what we need.
Cops can help, and we do, but’
neighbors take bhack neighbor-
hoods.”

On Tuesday, the students at
Burgos are leading apeace walk.

“We wanted to empower the
kids,” Hernandez said. “We want-
ed to show them that they have a
voice in their neighborhood, and
intheir future.”

Even better would be if the rest
of the city stood with them, be-
cause these kids in neighbor-
hoods we like to forget about are
our future, too. B
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