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NEW YORK — Verizon has
won the bidding for MCI Inc. a
second time, agreeing to pay $1
billion more for the long-distance
telephone company, and yet still
considerably less than a rival bid
from Qwest.

Investors don’t seem con-
vinced Qwest Communications
International Inc. will admit
defeat, however. MCI’s stock
shot higher after the $7.64 billion
deal was announced, surpassing
the $23.50 price per share Veri-
zon Communications Inc. has
agreed to pay.

The new agreement increases
the amount of cash MCI stock-
holders will receive for their
shares while guaranteeing a min-
imum value for the Verizon
shares that they’ll get as the bal-
ance of the payment.

Qwest, the smallest of the
nation’s four big local phone
companies, said it will reassess
the situation, but reiterated its

position that its offer of $8.45 bil-
lion, or $26 per share, is superior.

This is now the second time
MCI has opted for a lower pay-
ment from Verizon out of con-
cern about Qwest’s questionable
financial health and business
prospects. When MCI’s board
accepted Verizon’s original $6.75
billion offer in mid-February, it
did so with an $8 billion bid on
the table from Qwest.

The board’s continuing prefer-
ence to merge with a stronger
partner made it unnecessary for
Verizon to match Qwest’s offer in
boosting its bid.

New York-based Verizon tried
to hold its ground on price after
the initial agreement even as
Qwest rallied some MCI
investors to agitate for the
higher-priced bid. But in the
ensuing weeks, Qwest raised its
bid by a half-billion dollars and
Verizon’s stock has declined, fur-
ther widening the gap between
what the two companies were
offering Ashburn, Va.- based
MCI. That intensified pressure
on MCI’s board to reconsider
Denver-based Qwest’s courtship
or at least secure more money
from Verizon.
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Earnings outlook dips
for Parker Hannifin 

Mayfield Heights-based
Parker Hannifin Corp.
announced it is revising its esti-
mated range of earnings for the
fiscal 2005 third quarter, ending
Thursday.  

With quarterly earnings previ-

ously forecast to range from
$1.10 and $1.30 per diluted
share, the company now expects
to earn between $1.05 and $1.15
per diluted share from continuing
operations in the quarter.  

The company revised full-year
earnings estimates to be between
$4.60 and $4.80 per diluted
share, which includes 47 cents
per share from discontinued oper-
ations.

“We are revising our previ-
ously forecast earnings range
because of greater-than-antici-
pated softening in the automotive
market; slowdowns in the mobile

markets in our International
Industrial segment; and on-going
inventory reductions,” com-
mented Chairman and CEO Don
Washkewicz. “Even with this
revision in our outlook, Parker is
still expecting to achieve its first
$8 billion year in revenues and an
increase in reported earnings
from continuing operations of
approximately 50 percent.”

Swagelok names
development director

The appointment of John E.
Baxter to director of product

development, Swagelok Semi-
conductor Services Company, a
strategic business unit of Solon-
based Swagelok Company.

As director of product develop-
ment, Baxter is responsible for
the product development and
engineered-to-order products
groups in northeast Ohio and the
semiconductor engineering cen-
ter in Santa Clara, Calif. 

The continued growth of the
product development and engi-
neered-to-order activities demon-
strates the company’s commit-
ment to closer, more responsive
and flexible relationships with

end-customers in the semicon-
ductor manufacturing industry.

Most recently director of mar-
keting of the company, Baxter
began his career with Swagelok
as an engineer. 

Billingsley returns
to Ceres as V.P.

Ceres Group, Inc. announced
that Mark Billingsley, 45, has
been named executive vice presi-
dent and chief actuary.

Billingsley has extensive insur-
ance and actuarial experience. He
was most recently senior vice

president and chief actuary for
Great American Supplemental
Benefits Division (a division of
Great American Financial
Resources, Inc.) in Austin,
Texas. 

Billingsley was previously sen-
ior vice president and chief actu-
ary with Ceres from 2000 to
2002. 

Cleveland-based Ceres Group,
through its insurance sub-
sidiaries, provides a wide array of
health and life insurance products
through two primary business
segments.

— Staff and wire reports

Mark Koestner
Staff Writer

So often, a person’s time-consuming busi-
ness becomes his or her life. In Susan
Mikolic’s case, her life became her business.

Mikolic’s business is Stepping Stones
Mental Health, An Educational Consulting
Service. It is a business started in 2002 from
personal experiences that began long before.

At a young age, Mikolic’s sons, Brian and
Matt, now teenagers, were diagnosed with
bipolar disorder. Aside from the stress the ill-
ness placed on the family’s psyche and
finances, it also made difficult the children’s
educational development.

Matt and Brian were missing about 60
days each per school year, and Mikolic rec-
ognized educators were not fully equipped to
handle the educational needs of emotionally
disturbed students.

She was determined not to let her sons fall
through the cracks.

“The national statistic is only 41.7 percent
of kids identified by the schools as emotion-
ally disturbed graduate from high school,”
Mikolic said. “I wanted my kids to be in the
40 percent, not in the 60.”

Mikolic, working as a nurse at the time,
began getting involved in what she calls
“trying to change the system.” She became
an advocate for emotionally disturbed chil-
dren, working with the Ohio Department of
Mental Health and Department of Education,
among others.

Before long, she was being asked to speak
to various groups, lending the knowledge
gleaned from extensive research and first-
hand experience. Mikolic soon began help-
ing educators assist emotionally disturbed
children to achieve academic success.

She is not surprised there was such a
demand for her services.

“There’s a total lack of understanding of
how these illnesses affect a child’s educa-
tion,” Mikolic said.

She now specializes in consulting educa-
tors with emotionally disturbed students,
seminars and workshops designed to help
educators and families understand mental
health in children as well as personal coach-
ing, support and advocacy for families.

Last week, Mikolic’s business took her to

Indiana for a conference. In April, she will
speak to a National Alliance for the Mentally
Ill group in Maryland and an American Fed-
eration of Teachers conference in Washing-
ton, D.C.

Those who bring her to speak say she has
an obvious strength.

“She’s lived it,” said Carmen Provenzale,
a special education professor at Cleveland
State and John Carroll universities.  “A lot of
people do research, then speak about it. Her
research is she’s lived it. That’s what makes
her presentation so good.”

With two emotionally disturbed children,
Mikolic was spending 30 to 40 hours a week
just taking them to doctors. With health
insurance coverage not as extensive for the
mentally ill as for the physically ill, she and
her husband fell into a debt of nearly
$300,000 — a hole from which they are still

trying to climb, even though Matt and Brian
are doing much better now.

“There aren’t words in the English lan-
guage to tell you how difficult life is,”
Mikolic said.

Mikolic, who works — appropriately —
from her home in Eastlake, is still active in
health insurance reform, in addition to her
educational consulting, and is also in the
beginning stages of writing a book. 

“I think my first career, in nursing, I
picked that,” Mikolic said. “But this career
picked me. Life and circumstances led me to
do this, but I think I’m one of the very few
that gets to say that I absolutely love what I
do.”

To contact Stepping Stones Mental Health,
An Educational Consulting Service, call
(440) 513-6098.

Jeff Forman/News-Herald

Tapping into her own experiences, Sue Mikolic founded Stepping Stones, a consulting
business to help families and educators deal with children with mental illness. 

Business
inspired
by life
■ Consultant using
her experience of having
sons with bipolar disorder

Verizon, MCI
get connected

Blockbuster settles
‘No Late Fees’ suits
Rukmini Callimachi
Associated Press

PORTLAND, Ore. — Block-
buster Inc. has agreed to pay
about $630,000 to settle claims
by 47 states and the District of
Columbia that the nation’s
biggest movie rental chain
deceived consumers with its “No
Late Fees” campaign, the Oregon
attorney general said Tuesday.

The agreement, disclosed by
the office of Oregon Attorney
General Hardy Myers, also
requires Dallas-based Block-
buster to make refunds to con-
sumers who claim the campaign
misled them into thinking they
could keep the video or DVD for
as long as they liked.

Many consumers were angry
to discover that overdue game
and film rentals were automati-
cally converted to a sale on the
eighth day after the due date. If
they then tried to return it, they

were charged a $1.25 restocking
fee.

According to the agreement,
Blockbuster will have to make a
refund to consumers who were
either charged the restocking fee,
or else paid the full price of the
movie they rented.

The Blockbuster payment of
$630,000 is to reimburse states
for their legal costs. The cost of
the refunds would be in addition
to that.

As part of the settlement,
Blockbuster will also have to
“dramatically alter” the way it
advertises its no late fees policy,
according to a prepared statement
by Pennsylvania Attorney Gen-
eral Tom Corbett.

Blockbuster spokeswoman
Karen Raskopf said that the “no
late fees” program will continue
at Blockbuster, but that the com-
pany has agreed to add signage in
its stores to better explain the fine
print of the program.

Anne D’Innocenzio
Associated Press

NEW YORK — Worries
about jobs resulted in a second
consecutive monthly decline in
consumer confidence in March,
a private research group said
Tuesday.

The consumer confidence
index dropped 2 points to 102.4,
down from a revised 104.4 in
February, according to The Con-
ference Board. Analysts had
expected a reading of 103. The
index had fallen by a revised 0.7
point in February. The March
figure was the lowest since
November, when the reading
was 92.6.

The Expectations Index, one
component of the confidence
index that measures consumers’
outlook over the next six
months, declined to 93.7 from
96.1 last month. The Present Sit-

uation Index slipped to 115.6
from 116.8.

But while the March figure
was slightly lower than analysts
expected, it was better than what
investors feared given the spike
in gasoline prices. A big decline
in the Japanese stock market,
which raised concerns about a
volatile global economy and the
impact of oil prices on the con-
sumer, also had Wall Street on
edge before the consumer confi-
dence report came out, said
Mark Vitner, senior economist at
Wachovia Corp. in Charlotte,
N.C.

Despite the two consecutive
declines, Lynn Franco, director
of the New York-based Confer-
ence Board’s Consumer
Research Center, said that con-
sumers still remain resilient.

“Their overall assessment of

current economic conditions
remains favorable and their
short-term outlook suggests little
change in the months ahead,”
Franco said in a statement. “In
fact, while expectations have
lost ground, consumers antici-
pate the job market will continue
to improve, and easing employ-
ment concerns should help keep
spending on track.”

Franco believes that the recent
spike in gasoline prices has not
yet had a “significant” impact on
confidence, but she said that will
depend on the duration and how
high prices will go.

Vitner agreed that the biggest
concerns continue to be employ-
ment prospects, but he also said
that “it is hard to separate the
impact of higher oil prices from
any other concerns about the
economy.”

He added, “There is a general
sense that it is bad for the econ-
omy and bad for jobs,” as com-
panies could cut back on hiring
as they seek to cut costs.

Consumers’ worries continue in March

Associated Press

Ivan G. Seidenberg, chairman and chief executive officer of Verizon
Communications, left, talks with Michael D. Capellas, president
and chief executive officer of MCI during recent testimony on
Capitol Hill in Washington.  Verizon, according to reports Tuesday,
is raising its offer for MCI by $1 billion.

■ Verizon wins out
over rival firm again
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Consumer confidence
Here is a look at the Consumer
Confidence Index from a survey
of 5,000 U.S. households.
Seasonally adjusted, 1985 = 100
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■ Confidence index falls for two months
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