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» Case update
One suspect in custody, one on 
the run related to Dunn County 
killings. Page 3A

» Cause for concern
COVID-19 cases rising among 
children in Chippewa County. 
Page 3A

MONDAY

Area legislators 
discuss business 
issues 
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STAY HEALTHY

By Sarah Seifert 

Leader-Telegram staff

EAU CLAIRE — Amid 
a swell of COVID-19 cases 
in Wisconsin, Eau Claire 
hospital officials say they’re 
seeing more severely ill pa-
tients and that their health 
care staff are stretched thin.

Hospitals aren’t yet at the 
urgent point they reached 
in November 2020, when 
a COVID-19 surge resulted 
in hospital leaders warning 
that the local health care 
system could be over-
whelmed.

But as of mid-September, 
local hospitals’ capacities 
have decreased. Officials 
say it’s taking a toll on heath 
care workers.

“The peak of this surge 
hopefully will not be what 
it was (last year),” said Jen-
nifer Drayton, chief nursing 
officer for HSHS Sacred 
Heart and St. Joseph’s 
hospitals in Eau Claire and 
Chippewa Falls. 

By Chris Vetter

Leader-Telegram staff

CHIPPEWA FALLS — Kimberly 
Helgeson said John E. Stender’s inac-
tions in the seconds, minutes and hours 
after a crash Nov. 3, 2018, that killed 
four people and injured another shows 
his lack of character.

“I’m a mother of two daughters who 
were with me that day; one survived, 
and one did not,” Helgeson told Judge 

James Isaacon during Stender’s sen-
tencing Thursday afternoon in Chippe-
wa County Court.

Helgeson’s daughter, Autumn, was 
among the four people picking up 
trash along Highway P when they were 
struck by a truck driven by Colten Treu. 
Autumn died from her injuries; she 
would have turned 13 last week.

“He sure didn’t choose to do the 
courageous thing,” Helgeson said. “I’m 
enraged by the lack of compassion and 

lack of respect he had on that day.”
Stender, 24, 1303 Water St., Eau Claire, 

pleaded no contest in April to harbor-
ing/aiding a felon-falsifying informa-
tion in Chippewa County Court. The 
crash killed three Girl Scouts and a 
mother. Stender had purchased a can of 
Dust-off at Walmart, opened it, and be-
gan “huffing” from it on the drive home 
before the crash occurred.

» FOLLOW PRECAUTIONS

I woke around five in the morn-
ing with a radiating pain originat-
ing in the lower left of my back. 

I thought two things: 1. my 
appendix had burst (turns 

out: wrong side) or 2. 
kidney stones. In that 

moment, lying in bed writhing and 
grimacing, I desperately wanted the 
problem to be my appendix. This is 
because about a dozen years ago I 
passed a kidney stone and that was 
a kingdom of pain I did not care to 
revisit. So, I took a hot shower. I 
limped around the house. I slipped 
back into bed. For the next two 
hours the pain washed over me like 
a lazy tide, in and out. It was possi-

ble at times to even ignore it. Then, 
suddenly, it was decidedly not.

Recently I had just had a con-
versation with my friend Novak in 
which he lamented the cost of an 
ambulance ride. “Yeah,” I agreed, 
“that ain’t fun money to spend. 
You’d almost rather drag yourself to 
a hospital.” 

A STONE’S THROW
SAWDUST STORIES

The agony of a 
kidney stone

Nickolas Butler
Butler is the internationally best-selling and prize-winning author of “Shotgun Lovesongs,” “Beneath the Bonfire,” “The 

Hearts of Men” and “Little Faith.” His books have been translated in more than nine languages and optioned by Hollywood 
for film and TV. He lives with his family south of Eau Claire on 16 acres of beautiful land. Follow him on Instagram at @
wiscobutler or on Facebook or Goodreads.

See SAWDUST  Page 2A

Stender receives 
three years in prison
Passenger in 2018 Girl Scout crash that killed four

Staff photo by Dan Reiland

John Stender, Jr. turned to address the victims’ families before being sentenced in Chippewa County Court on Thursday.

See STENDER  Page 6A

‘Absolutely 
exhausted’

COVID 
hospitalizations 
ramp up, take 

toll on hospitals

See HOSPITALS  Page 2A
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