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JANESVILLE

Inside the Rock County Jail in 

a cellblock with a few dozen other 

COVID-19 infected inmates, 

26-year-old Deon Smith is scared.

His mother said his chest hurts 

when he breathes, and it has hurt 

for days.

The 26-year-old Beloit man is 

afraid, his mother said, because 

he tested positive for COVID-

19 last week, one of the first 29 

inmates red-flagged in a corona-

virus outbreak that additional 

testing late last week showed had 

mushroomed to at least 86 of 234 

inmates in the jail.

On Sunday evening, Rock 

County Sheriff Troy Knudson told 

The Gazette a small handful of 

inmate tests remained pending.

But he said as of Sunday night, 

nurses at the jail have reported 

that none of the inmates who have 

tested positive in the outbreak 

have been sick enough to require 

treatment outside the jail.

That might offer some comfort 

to Deon Smith’s mother, Lakesha 

Smith.

But Lakesha and families of 

dozens of other inmates are stuck 
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O
ne of the things that 
drew Patti Viertel to 
her future husband 
was his kiss.

Joe and Patti had known 

each other for years. Joe’s 

older brother Claire married 

her older sister Sally. They 

saw each other at many family 

functions and at dances where 

Joe’s father played concertina 

in a band.

“Joe was not only the 

best kisser in the world, but 

the best dancer, too,” Patti 

recalled.

“I guess he set off the fire-

works when he kissed me. He 

was an artistic man, and there 

must have been something 

artistic in his smooching.”

When he proposed, she 

didn’t hesitate.

They were together 44 

years before she kissed him for 

the last time. It was the night 

of Sept. 21.

They had both been 

extremely tired and were 

sleeping long hours over the 

weekend. That Monday night, 

she kissed him on the fore-

head.

He was burning up. The 

retired nurse knew something 

was wrong. She took his tem-

perature: 103.

“I knew immediately when 

I kissed him that this was 

dreadful,” Patti said. “Most 

people don’t do well with high 

temperatures. It’s not some-

thing you want an elderly per-

son to get.

“I couldn’t get him in the 

car fast enough,” she said, 

regretting now that she hadn’t 

connected their sleepiness to 

COVID-19.

“I don’t recall fatigue was 

a big thing to watch for,” she 

said.

Patti got a call the next 

day, saying one healthy fam-

ily member could visit Joe. 

Patti, who always expected Joe 

to get better and come home, 

offered the visit to their only 

child, Jess Rinehart.

Doctors had diagnosed 

pneumonia, Rinehart said, but 

something made her go: “It 

was almost like I knew it was 

the last time I was going to see 

him. … I had this intense, gut 

feeling I needed to go.”

She went on her lunch 

break. As she was helping 

her dad with his lunch, a 

nurse came to the room: “Oh, 

honey, you have to go. His test 

switched to positive.”

Positive for COVID-19, that 

is.

Rinehart kissed him on the 

forehead and left. Neither she 

nor Patti would see him again.

Joe’s condition worsened. 

He was taken to SSM Health 
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Among the in-house inno-

vations Janesville eatery Luke’s 

Deli has added during the dark 

months of the COVID-19 pan-

demic: an expanded walk-in 

cooler.

Strike that. It’s actually a 

“Walken” cooler.

The cooler’s door is embel-

lished with a large black and 

white mugshot of the famed 

“More Cowbell!” actor Christo-

pher Walken—a cheeky play on 

words by Luke’s co-owner Luke 

Karrels, a lifelong movie buff.

Built out from the side of the 

Mount Zion Avenue restaurant, 

the walk-in cooler gives Luke’s 

more space to deal with a recent 

jump in takeout lunch orders. 

Karrels said the cooler on recent 

days has been filled with hun-

dreds of lunch orders ready for 

pickup.

Local businesses adapt  
with help of state grants

Photos by Anthony Wahl/awahl@gazettextra.com
Above: Laura Denio rings up a customer’s order at Luke’s Deli in Janesville on Wednesday. Below: Luke Gard-
ner makes a couple of sandwiches while working Wednesday at Luke’s.

‘A terrible 

shock’

Submitted photo
Joe Viertel with granddaughters Grace, left, and Natalie, who loved 
spending time with their ‘Bumpa.’

Additions facilitate  
outdoor, carryout  
dining for eateries

Rock County virus data
 New Trend* Total
Cases 238 +169 10,890
Deaths 0 0 102
 Total Change
Hosp. 44 (Dec. 11) -5 (from Dec. 4)
Sunday’s positivity rate: 45%
*-The trend column shows how many more or fewer cases 
and deaths were reported the same day in the previous week.

Wife’s kiss alerted 
her to husband’s 
COVID-19 fever
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ROCK COUNTY JAIL CORONAVIRUS OUTBREAK

As virus spreads, so does worry
Sickened man’s mother 
says inmates worried 
about jail’s response
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