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Accidental tenants 
As City Center lingers in limbo, a tattoo shop 
and a school find a place to do business 

By Sara Smith  

Joe Dudley had a non-traditional idea for 
where to put his tattoo parlor. 

"I'd been trying to get into malls for a long 
time," said Dudley, the owner of the Carpe 
Diem Dermal Art Studio. "I had a lot of 
doors shut in my face." 

But one finally opened. 

"City Center came to me," he said. "They 
offered me a really good deal." 

Carpe Diem is a spacious, brightly lit, 
cheerful shop with images of colorful tattoo 
possibilities carefully arranged on every 
wall. 

Still, it once would have been impossible to 
picture a tattoo parlor (motto: "Put some 
class on your ass") at City Center, which 
opened in 1988 as the city's unrivaled crown 
jewel of retailing. 

City Center was the only place Columbus 
folks could go to get couture. Henri Bendel, Jacobson's and dozens of smaller retailers lined 
three floors of glimmering marble corridors. And it didn't matter that they were Downtown 
because the mall was 

engineered to make suburban shoppers feel safe within its protective shell. 

That notion was shattered in 1994, when a fatal shooting inside the mall made headlines. The 
timing couldn't have been worse. In the decade that followed, Easton Town Center and the malls 
at Tuttle Crossing and Polaris sprang up, luring suburban shoppers back out to the burbs. City 
Center never recovered. 

The current lessee, the Mills, a Virginia-based retail management company, is in the midst of 
financial woes, and some predict it's only a matter of time before it hands over its keys to 
landlord Capitol South Urban Redevelopment Corp. 

John Rosenberger, executive director of Capitol South, said for now, the Mills' lease is still in 
good standing, and there's no way of knowing how this will play out. 

But Bob Milbourne, who helps civic titans ponder Downtown issues as president of the 
Columbus Partnership, has a hunch. 
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"The current circumstance is dire, 
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Milbourne said. "The Mills is, as you know, in 
bankruptcy." 

"I don't think anyone could argue that what's 
going on at City Center is good." 

Milbourne predicts the Mills will turn the 
property over to the city. If that happens, 
"Then we can move forward. We don't want 
City Center to go totally dark, and that's where 
it's heading." 

Officially, 

Rosenberger said that Capitol South is staying 
out of the Mills' way and is waiting for word 
of the company's plans to revitalize City 
Center. 

But in fact, Capitol South has done more than 
that. It recently retained Nationwide Realty, 
the team behind the Arena District, as an 
adviser. 

"They have all the documents and are in the process of familiarization," Rosenberger said. "If 
and when a plan comes from the Mills, they will be ready." 

"We're continuing to explore redevelopment opportunities," said David Douglas, a public 
relations rep for the Mills. "We just haven't gotten to a place where we're ready to announce 
anything yet." 

For now, the lights are still on at City Center. And Columbus's Downtown mall has at least two 
tenants suburban malls can't match. 

On the floor above Dudley's tattoo parlor, in the space where Henri Bendel once sold dresses that 
cost more than a mortgage payment, about 80 girls in grades six through nine are going to 
school. Last Friday, a gaggle of giggling, preteen girls 

worked on an art project in Bendel's old display windows, which now belong to the Harte 
Crossroads charter school. 

"Our kids like it, and our parents like the fact that it's different," said Donna Natson, coordinator 
of admissions and marketing at the school. 
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All the old Bendel decor is still intact. The pale yellow walls, Parisian murals and miniature 
Grecian columns make an interesting backdrop for math and science classes. Milbourne said if 
the property was 

dropped on his desk, with free rein, he would develop the space to serve the community— 
though a charter school was not on his list of ideas. 

"A major civic project could use that site," he said. "Maybe a performing-arts center, or another 
CCAD location Downtown." Chris Boring, a Columbus retail strategist, envisions City Center as 
a mixed-use development project but not before it sees the business end of a wrecking ball. 

Once the virtually windowless "fortress" is leveled, Boring said, a symbiotic mix of retail, 
residential and commercial space could go up in its place. 

"I think it has a lot going for it, if you start from scratch," he said. 

"Nationwide being involved makes me optimistic; they can hit the ground running." 

Meanwhile, if the Mills has a plan for City Center, nobody's heard it. And as long as their rent 
checks don't bounce, Capitol South and Nationwide will cool their heels. "No plan has been 
presented, so there's nothing to react to," said Rosenberger. "So long as they're current on their 
rent, they have everything to say. In our limited role as landlord, we stand, we watch." 
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