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To many reporters, no duty is less welcome than knocking on the door of a grieving family.

The practice conjures up an image of reporter as vulture, intruding rudely at the most private moments for the sake of a sensational quote or a paragraph of pathos.

For Chronicle staff writer Matthai Kuruvila, it is something quite different.

Two weeks ago, Kuruvila was working a Saturday shift, assigned to follow up on the arrest of a man suspected of murdering 28-year-old Jack Chu in Millbrae.

His story ended this way: "On Saturday, a woman who answered the door at Chu's parents' home in Millbrae broke down into tears and asked for privacy."

The sentence prompted an e-mail from "Appalled Reader" lashing the paper for foisting itself on the family and for exploiting the woman's emotions.

Kuruvila, whose regular beat is religion and spirituality, didn't need an editor to order him out to the Chu residence. He went willingly and on his own. In a note to "Appalled Reader" he acknowledged the family's sadness and pain. He also described his belief that a reporter is obliged to try to portray victims in context, as more than one-dimensional entries on a police blotter.

"Many, many times," Kuruvila wrote, "family can give us description and life and make us appreciate elements of their personality that we can't know about without them. Every day in The Chronicle we run obituaries that describe people in the fullness of life as their loved ones remember them. I went to Jack Chu's family's home because no one can speak about him with more authority than they could.

"I printed the fact that she asked for privacy because it showed how heartbroken she was. Jack Chu was missed by people who loved him. I thought it was important that it be known."

Kuruvila said he had another reason to go to the family's doorstep.

"As an Asian American reporter," he wrote, "I felt particularly compelled to find this family. Too often, newspapers and television stations ignore the stories of minority communities, failing to see them as part of families and networks of friends. In my opinion, members of minority communities are disproportionately left uncovered, their stories untold.

"If you look at all the other coverage done by every other Bay Area newspaper, you'll notice that even though this was the first murder in Millbrae in two years, my review of stories discovered that not one reporter has bothered to talk to a family or friend. And Jack Chu was murdered over two weeks ago. To me, that's an injustice that I was trying not to repeat."

In my reporting experience, the slow-motion walk to the front porch always was filled with a combination of angst and hope — angst that things would go badly, and hope that something meaningful would result from my visit.

Sometimes I was told to get lost, a command that I accepted without argument. But at others I was asked into the homes — a remarkable thing, really, considering the circumstances.

When that happened, two things might occur: I might come away with a richer understanding of the victim that I could share with readers. Or I might find actual news, as in the case of a parolee who stole a car, kidnapped a young woman and killed her. In my conversation with her brother, I learned something that police had not offered. The parolee, whose stolen car had a broken tail light, had been stopped before the kidnapping. But because the stolen-car report lagged, he averted arrest and the woman lost her life.

Steve Proctor, deputy managing editor for news, offers this advice to reporters:

— Explain why you're there, but if families don't want to talk, respect their decision. Don't debate, don't persist. "There is nothing wrong with trying to explain the intent of the request — that being able to construct a full portrait of the victim will help readers understand the depth of this tragedy, or that pertinent information they provide could help jog the memory of someone who might help solve the crime. But it should not become a pressure situation, ever."

— Focus on learning about the victim. "I would counsel writers not to ask people about their feelings at the moment, as that seems exploitative and unnecessary."

The knock on the door, however unwelcome, can open the opportunity to share memories and a more meaningful story.
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