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Biden calls for gas: President pushes
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Conversion therapy ban

An Iowa county banned conversion
therapy hoping to shift the
conversation on LGBTQ youth. 7A
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Upgrade your bathroom, upgrade your life. With a new walk-in shower, you can 

make sure your bathroom ages as gracefully as you do. This shower was designed by 

experts, with you in mind, focusing on safety and convenience when it matters most. 

Discover how a walk-in shower can help reduce the risk of falling, giving you the 

freedom to enjoy your bathroom again.Introducing the
ALL NEW

Walk-In
Shower!

515-620-3155

www.SafeStepShower.com
With purchase of a new Safe Step Walk-In 

Shower. Not applicable with any previous walk-in 
Shower purchase. No cash value. Must present 

offer at time of purchase.

$750 OFF
Call today and receive 

exclusive savings of up to

Call Toll-Free
FOR A LIMITED TIME ONLY

CSLB 983603 F13000002885 13HV08744300 for more information and ask about our Senior Discounts

Enjoy the ease of

Showering 
Safely

So you can stay in 
the home you love!

 Commercial Grade Non-Slip Floor
  Optional Barrier Free Wheelchair Accessible
 Luxurious 8” Rainfall Shower Head
 Professionally Installed in 1 day
 Easy-to-reach Shower Wand
 Fold Down Safety Seat
 Ergo L Shaped Grab Bar
 Lifetime Warranty

The man who authorities say shot
and killed two Iowa State University
students this month in the parking lot of
an Ames church had a legal record span-
ning several years that included alleged
violent behavior against women, but

Story County’s prosecutor said his office
wasn’t aware of it after Johnathan Lee
Whitlatch was arrested two days before
the shooting.

Even if other law enforcement agen-
cies had shared or could have shared the
information about Whitlatch — includ-
ing previous concerns about his mental
health — Story County Attorney Tim
Meals said it probably would not have

changed how bond was set for him af-
ter his May 31 arrest or whether he
would have been allowed pretrial re-
lease.

Whitlatch, 33, of Boone was arrest-
ed May 31 for allegedly harassing the
woman whom authorities say he tar-
geted two days later outside 

Ames church shooter’s record
wasn’t shared between authorities

See AMES, Page 2A
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Gilbert resident Chris Pellack began
to take stock Wednesday morning of
damage from floodwaters — one of
many central Iowans surveying their
property after heavy rains overnight in-
undated areas of Story and Boone coun-
ties.

Pellack lives in the 100 block of Mat-
thews Drive in Gilbert and runs Pelican
Woodcraft out of his garage. 

Pellack said he quit his previous job
as a bus driver in December to start his
business, which crafts cutting and char-
cuterie boards, desks, tables, bookcases
and other custom items.

“It was a hobby that I learned I was 

Heavy rain caused flooding on 500th Avenue Wednesday in Ames. PHOTOS BY NIRMALENDU MAJUMDAR/AMES TRIBUNE 

Floodwaters damage
property, infrastructure
Phillip Sitter
Ames Tribune

USA TODAY NETWORK

Water rushes from a drain on Dunn Street due to heavy rain Wednesday in
Gilbert. See FLOODWATERS, Page 5A

Oscar Chavez, 27, was found guilty
of murder in the first degree Wednes-
day at the Story County Courthouse.

“I can’t spin the facts. I can’t change
the facts. All he wanted was a fair trial
when he pleaded not guilty. He’s not
saying he is innocent,” lead defense at-
torney Michelle Wolf said in her clos-
ing arguments Wednesday before the
jury began deliberations.

The defense did not dispute that on
August 19, 2021, Chavez killed Des
Moines resident Maria Hanian, 32. He
shot her seven times.

The jury deliberated for about three
hours before they notified Judge Jen-
nifer Miller they had a unanimous ver-
dict.

Jury foreman Steven Jordison said
he was proud of how the jury per-
formed its work.

“They did a really wonderful job of
looking at all of the facts and not put-
ting in their own personal bias,” Jordi-
son said. “We gave a very thoughtful
thought process of how we can arrive
at the best solution and give judgment
to Mr. Chavez, to Ms. Maria and to the
community at large.”

According to Iowa Code, a defen-
dant is guilty of murder in the first de-
gree if “the person willfully, deliberate-
ly, and with premeditation kills anoth-
er person.” 

The sentencing date is August 1.
First-degree murder is a class “A” felo-
ny in Iowa. Conviction of a class “A” fel-
ony in Iowa results in a life sentence
and cannot lead to release on parole
unless the governor commutes the
sentence to a term of years. 

‘Her story was beautiful’

“The way she died is just the littlest
part of her story. And it’s an awful way
to end it, but her story was beautiful
besides the way she died,” Antonia 

See JURY, Page 8A

Defendant Oscar Chavez, left, talks
to his attorney Alessandra Marcucci
during his murder trial at Story
County Courthouse on Wednesday
in Nevada. 
NIRMALENDU MAJUMDAR/AMES TRIBUNE

Chavez found
guilty of
first-degree
murder
Teresa Kay Albertson
Ames Tribune

USA TODAY NETWORK
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Inflation is hitting one of Iowa’s cul-
tural landmarks: gas station pizza.

Casey’s General Stores CEO Darren
Rebelez disclosed to investors last
week that the company has hiked pre-
pared food prices three times since
October, most recently at the begin-
ning of May. And the rising cost of
cheese is getting most of the blame.

The company didn’t disclose how
much it has raised prices over the last
eight months. But at its new Ingersoll
Avenue store last week, a single slice re-
tailed for $2.99. That’s up from the $2.56
that the tracking website fastfoodme-
nuprices.com most recently found.

Rebelez told analysts that with infla-
tionary pressures pushing the price of
many foods up, he believes consumers
are willing to pay a little bit more at Ca-
sey’s than they did earlier this year. 

“Nobody really knows what the prop-

er price for a pizza should be,” he said.
With about 2,500 gas stations in 16

states, Ankeny-based Casey’s contin-
ually ranks among the country’s five
biggest pizza chains. 

The pizza price hike comes after the
company’s profit margin on its prepared
foods, which also include doughnuts,
hamburgers and breakfast sandwiches,
dropped for three straight quarters. Ca-
sey’s reported a margin of 56.9% in the
segment from February through April,
down from 61% in early summer 2021.

But Rebelez and Chief Financial Officer
Steve Bramlage singled out cheese, a
prime pizza component, as the culprit.
The company said the price it pays for the
cheese it buys in boxcar quantities to pile
on its pies is up about 30% from a year
ago, resulting in a $3.5 million hit on prof-
its in its most recent quarter.

The increased cheese price accounted
for about one-third of the drop in profit
margins for the company’s prepared 

Cheese prices mean more dough for gas station pizza 
Tyler Jett
Des Moines Register

USA TODAY NETWORK

See CASEY’S, Page 6A

Cornerstone Church — Eden Montang,
22, of Boone. Whitlatch and Montang
had been in a romantic relationship that
had recently ended and served together
in the same Iowa National Guard unit. 

Montang planned to attend the June
2 evening service for Salt Company, a
worship program for college students,
but Whitlatch shot her and her friend
Vivian Flores, 21, of Ames in the Corner-
stone parking lot with a 9mm pistol be-
fore turning the gun on himself.

Antonia Mildenhall, of Eldora, who
said she was a close friend of Whit-
latch’s, wishes he would have reached
out for help before the shooting and is
left to wonder, “What happened that
made him think this was his only way
and his only way out?”

Whitlatch made bond before
authorities could review his legal
history and make any further
recommendation

Mildenhall said she met Whitlatch in
the Guard five or six years ago, when he
was stationed in Johnston for the first
time. 

They quickly became friends, and
Mildenhall said she thought of Whit-
latch like a big brother. 

“I plan on just grieving him my way,
and just continuing to remember him as
the good person that I knew him to be,”
she said. “... He felt like family.”

Before about the last year, Mildenhall
said she didn’t notice any signs of phys-
ical or mental illness in Whitlatch. He
would sometimes feel low, but when
that happened, he’d call her and “I’d do
the best that I could to shake him out of
it,” she said. 

Mildenhall never felt in any danger
around Whitlatch and said her husband
never expressed concerns about her
safety, either.

In terms of grappling with what
Whitlatch ultimately did, Mildenhall
said, “So far, I’ve just chalked it up to the
man that I knew was not the man that
did these things, because the man that I
knew never would have.”

A woman who had a child with Whit-
latch in 2016 sought and received a do-

mestic abuse protective order in 2017. In
her petition Aug. 8, 2017, the woman
wrote Whitlatch grabbed her by the
throat three days earlier and made a
motion as if to punch her, but stopped
before the blow landed. The following
day, she wrote, he threatened that he
was going to come to her home and mur-
der her.

The woman said she was concerned
because Whitlatch had military training
and access to a gun. She also wrote that
she thought he was unstable and that he
had attempted suicide Aug. 7, 2017.

The protective order was dismissed
in September 2017.

In October 2021, Whitlatch allegedly
assaulted a woman at a bar in Cedar
Falls, in Black Hawk County. According
to charging documents, that woman
told police Whitlatch had put his hand
down the back of her pants twice in un-
wanted contact. Police said a witness
and surveillance video corroborated her
account, and Whitlatch was arrested
and charged in November.

Depositions in the case had been
scheduled to take place after the shoot-
ing, but with Whitlatch’s death, the case
has been dismissed; a jury trial was
scheduled for July.

Sgt. 1st Class Christie Smith, spokes-
person for the Iowa National Guard, said
there were no records of Whitlatch hav-
ing unsatisfactory participation — also
known as being absent without leave —
since his release from full-time Guard
duties that the arrest in the Cedar Falls
case prompted in November.

Mildenhall said Whitlatch “wanted to
find a way back into being full-time in
the Guard. He wanted to get his life back
where it was.” 

She declined to comment on what, if
anything, she knew about the previous
allegations against Whitlatch and
whether she had ever spoken with him
about it.

Leading up to a welfare check that
Mildenhall called on May 6 for Whit-
latch, she said he “was trying to get back
to being his normal self, because he
knew he could feel himself changing,
and he knew that he didn’t want to be
sad or anything like that anymore, so he
was trying to be the him that he was be-
fore.”

She got concerned when he stopped
answering his phone and called the po-
lice after consulting with a former

Guard 1st sergeant from the time when
they were in the same company.

Boone Police Department officers ar-
rived at Whitlatch’s home around 11:30
a.m. on May 6 to perform the welfare
check. 

Responding officers found Whitlatch
passed out or asleep in the driver’s seat
of his pickup truck, which was not run-
ning but appeared to have rolled down
his driveway partially into the adjacent
alley and edge of the street, according to
the police account of the incident.

An officer described Whitlatch as
“very lethargic and confused.” Whit-
latch told them he had “not been feeling
well lately and was having severe GI is-
sues.”

The officer noted that while talking
with Whitlatch, “he was visibly con-
fused and not functioning appropriate-
ly,” and he was ultimately taken to
Boone County Hospital for medical
treatment. 

Boone Police Department’s Adminis-
trative Cmdr. John Sloter said that no
information about the welfare check
was forwarded to other authorities be-
cause personal medical information is
protected.

Sloter also said, “Typically, no follow-
up is done regarding welfare checks.
Our responsibility is to make medical
treatment available and any follow-up
is between the person and their health-
care provider.”

Mildenhall visited Whitlatch in the
hospital and said they regularly hung
out after he was released. The weekend
before the shooting, she had stayed the
night at his home, they had gotten
breakfast and shopped in Ames.

“He had talked about how low he
felt,” she said. Suicide — especially with
firearms present at his home — was a
concern they had previously discussed
but Whitlatch always reassured her,
“and I believed him, because up until the
last year, it had not been a concern.”

Meals, the Story County Attorney,
said he and his office were not aware be-
fore the shooting of the 2017 domestic
abuse protective order, the Black Hawk
County assault case or the welfare
check on Whitlatch in Boone.

On the domestic abuse protective or-
der, Meals said even if they had known,
it’s “doubtful the court would have used
it as a reason to hold (Whitlatch) on a
higher bond” at an initial appearance
because the order was voluntarily dis-
missed after about a month.

“We normally review criminal histor-
ies and make a bond recommendation
at initial appearance, but in this case the
defendant bonded out before he had his
initial appearance,” Meals said. 

If Whitlatch had appeared in court
following his arrest, Meals said, “It’s not
an option to revoke pretrial release ab-
sent a violation of a condition of release
once bond is posted. Even if there was a
further charge, the remedy would be to
ask for a higher bond from the bond
schedule on the new charge, not in-
creasing the bond on the current one.”

Meals added on the welfare check in
Boone that, “Mental health calls for ser-
vice are not normally shared between
jurisdictions, nor are hospitalizations.”

Mildenhall said, “You do the thing
that every best friend does. It’s like,
‘Well, I wish I would have done this, and
I wish I would have done that,’ but real-
istically, you know you did everything
that you could, and the minute he chose
for this to be a thing was the minute he
wasn’t thinking about anything or any-
body else, which is unfortunate, be-
cause if he just would have taken two
seconds, I’m sure a lot of things would
be different.”

She later added, “I also believe the

mental health system let him fall
through the cracks.”

The Black Hawk county prosecutor in
the Cedar Falls assault case did not im-
mediately return a request for com-
ment, and neither did Whitlatch’s attor-
ney in the same case.

Why was there no restraining
order between Whitlatch and
Montang?

A no-contact order was put in place
Nov. 1 between Whitlatch and the wom-
an he allegedly assaulted in Cedar Falls,
but Capt. Nicholas Lennie, chief deputy
with the Story County Sheriff’s Office,
said last week that no other restraining
order had been in place at the time of the
shooting.

Lennie said harassment is not cur-
rently a crime that triggers an automatic
protection order like domestic assault
charges generally do. That means “it
would be up to the individual to petition
or request the court grant such an order”
in a harassment case.

Whitlatch was arrested in Boone on
an Ames warrant for the alleged harass-
ment of Montang on May 1 at her work-
place. 

Ames Police Department spokesper-
son Cmdr. Dan Walter said, “I am not
aware that there were any discussions
prior to the shooting about more protec-
tion” for Montang. 

“The officer handling the case will of-
ten make suggestions regarding safety
and offer the services of partners like
ACCESS. If you are asking me if there
were specific discussions about this
case prior to the shooting, I don’t believe
that to be the case,” Walter added.

The Assault Care Center Extending
Shelter & Support — ACCESS — is an in-
ter-county service provider in central
Iowa that helps survivors of domestic or
sexual abuse and other violent crimes
with crisis counseling, housing and oth-
er needs.

Following a series of deadly, high-
profile mass shootings around the
country in recent weeks, a bipartisan
group of U.S. senators has said that it
has an agreement in principle on gun
control legislation. 

The Associated Press reported that
the proposal includes that convicted
domestic abusers who do not live with a
former partner, such as estranged ex-
boyfriends, would be barred from buy-
ing firearms. 

Whitlatch was never convicted of
anything related to the previously de-
scribed allegations against him. 

Story County’s Capt. Lennie has said
he could not know until further investi-
gation was completed whether any of
the ammunition Whitlatch purchased
in West Des Moines an hour before the
shooting outside Cornerstone Church
was used there.

He also did not know whether Whit-
latch legally possessed the pistol used in
the shooting or where or when he may
have obtained it. 

Lennie said this week that the Iowa
Division of Criminal Investigation is the
only other agency besides the Story
County Sheriff’s Office that’s still in-
volved in the ongoing investigation.

He could not provide a timeline of the
investigation going forward, “as some
parts of an investigation of this nature
could take several weeks or more.”

Phillip Sitter covers education for the
Ames Tribune, including Iowa State
University and PreK-12 schools in Ames
and elsewhere in Story County. Phillip
can be reached via email at psit-
ter@gannett.com. He is on Twitter
@pslifeisabeauty.
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