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3 charged 
in theft, 

fraud case
Individuals reportedly part of 
South American Theft Group
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A month after several Chilean 
women were arrested as part of a 
local racketeering investigation, 
police have now arrested three more 
individuals they believe were also 
involved in the case.

Escal Erasmo Perez, 43, of Guate-
mala, 28-year-old Macarena Andrea 
Faundez Gonzales and 31-year-
old Paulina Diaz Gonzales, both of 
Chile, are each facing charges of 
corrupt business influence as a level 
five felony, fraud as a level six felony 
and a misdemeanor charge of theft, 
according to online court records.

Police say the trio joins 37-year-old 
Jennifer Elizabeth Valenzuela-Gua-
jardo, 34-year-old Maryorie Polet 
Fernandez-Ormeno and 24-year-
old Angie Fernandez-Mella, who 
were arrested April 19 on similar 
charges, per arrest records. The 
three woman have plead not guilty. 
Their bonds were all set to $20,000, 
no 10% and no bondsman. The three 
filed a motion for a bond reduction. 
Those requests were denied by How-
ard County Superior Court IV Judge 
Hans Pate.

Authorities note these six individ-
uals are reportedly part of a South 
American Theft Group (SATG).

In January 2022, Kokomo Police 
Department officers responded to 
numerous incidents involving thefts 
from elderly females at various local 
stores, according to a Kokomo Police 
Department media release.

In those incidents, the victims’ 
wallets were reportedly removed 
from their purses while the victims 
were distracted, and the alleged 
suspects then left the stores and 
purchased prepaid gift cards with 
the victims’ credit cards.

One of these alleged incidents 
occurred April 1, and it reportedly 
involved one male and two females 
— later identified as Perez, Faundez 
Gonzales and Diaz Gonzales, per the 
release.

In that alleged incident, the three 
were accused of stealing a wallet 
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RUSSIAVILLE — With tears in 
her eyes last week, Kokomo resi-
dent Cindee Hudson slowly began 
to walk toward a very special 
section of the Western Primary 
School’s library.

“It looks just like her,” Hudson 
said as her voice cracked. “… And 
I just want to pet her.”

Three months ago, Hudson’s 
Golden Retriever Harlee — the 
school’s reading and therapy dog 
— suddenly died.

And while her death left a giant 
hole, it also sparked an idea in the 
minds of school staff.

Why not have a special section in 
the library where Harlee can live on 
forever?

So with support and donations 

from school families, staff and even 
the students themselves, officials 
coordinated with local muralists 
and painters Rhonda Eads and her 
daughter Erin Love for a special 
project that would honor Harlee’s 
legacy and love of reading.

It’s called Harlee’s House, and 
everyone is welcome there.

“I didn’t know what to expect,” 
Hudson told the Tribune after the 
project was officially revealed last 
week. “Everybody has been so tight 
lipped about this, but this blew me 
away. I don’t have any words. My 
heart is so full that it’s bursting.”

Jessica Hollingsworth is a read-
ing specialist at Western Primary 
School, and she was also one of the 
organizers of Harlee’s House.

“It just feels good that we know 

Welcome to Harlee’s House

Western Primary School pays tribute to reading dog
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RUSSIAVILLE — The transition to 
middle school for Western fifth grad-
ers can be an intimidating one.

There’s a whole new building to 
learn, the lockers have combina-
tion locks on them and fifth graders 
go from being the top dogs at the 
Western Intermediate School to the 
youngest at Western Middle School.

Learning the layout of the build-
ing is probably the most intimidating 
part for incoming sixth graders. Each 
grade, sixth, seventh and eighth, is in 

a different hallway. Each is U-shaped 
and symmetrical, but for wide-eyed 
sixth graders on the first day of 
school, it can feel like a maze.

“I think that was the most scary 
thing,” said eighth grader Addison 
Cline. “You really don’t know your 
way around the building.”

Cline spent part of her morning 
during a recent school day giving 
tours of the middle school to fifth 
graders.

She took them through the main 
office, each hallway, the library and 
lunchroom.

“Teachers are all nice,” Cline told 
the students. “They help you out with 
anything you’re having trouble with.”

Cline is part of the middle school’s 
Ambassador Club, composed of stu-
dents in sixth, seventh and eighth 
grade. The club promotes positivity 

and inclusiveness through numerous 
activities during the school year.

Activities include chalk talk, where 
students write positive messages on 
the sidewalks leading into school, 
blanket giveaways to “wrap up in 
kindness,” operating Panther Closet, 
a clothing pantry, and making happy 
birthday signs for students’ lockers.

“I’ve seen kids’ faces light up when 
they see the happy birthday sign on 
their locker,” said Chylene Price, the 
middle school counselor.

Ambassadors also do activities 
during Teacher Appreciation Week, 
Disabilities Awareness Week and the 
drug awareness Red Ribbon Week.

But Lunch Buddies, where Ambas-
sadors have lunch with special 
education students, might be the 

Ambassador Club spreads positivity at Western Middle School
Student group gives soon-

to-be middle schoolers 
tours, advice and more
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Harlee’s House is a corner of the Western Primary Library that is dedicated to Harlee, the therapy dog, who recently died. Cindie 
Hudson, Harlee’s owner, sees the corner for the fi rst time.
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The layout of Western Middle School can feel like a maze for 
fresh-faced sixth graders. That’s why they get a tour while still in fi fth 
grade. Maren Barney guided one of the tours May 12.See CLUB  on A8

Aubree Shoffner points to the lifelike painting of Harlee by the fi re.See HARLEE  on A3


