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Dear Readers,

Wow, what a semester it has been. 

Each semester The Collegiate magazine becomes the most built up collection of 
work, where our staff writes some of their best pieces. I believe that The Collegiate 
magazine purely exists to give people a voice, whether they be the one behind the 
pen, or the one being interviewed. 

When we first began to discuss the magazine, we knew we wanted to give a voice to 
students. In the past we’ve had a variety of stories, from profiles, to how-to articles, 
to personal narratives. We told reporters they could write virtually anything that 
would speak to our audience, but the theme seemed to be moving in the direction of 
life stories. 

One night, in a conversation with my adviser, I told her it sounded like all of these 
stories we were hearing about fit under the same theme, “the stories that brought 
us here.” She said she had chills as I said those words and immediately we knew we 
were on to something.

Last month, our staff set up two signs down in Winchester Alley, asking students big 
questions like, “What defining moment changed your life?” and “What experience 
made you who you are?” Students responded well, but over the course of the next 
couple weeks, our own staff started to quietly trickle into the back office, privately 
revealing their life stories to our adviser, and sometimes myself. It was becoming 
much clearer that this magazine was going to be one of the hardest ones to edit, and 
the heaviest one to publish. 

I really wish I could give all of you a box of tissues before you turn the page. These 
stories are amazing, and very well written, but they will definitely tug at your heart-
strings. 

I know I can speak for all the editors here at The Collegiate in saying that I am so 
proud of all the people in this magazine, who have told stories that aren’t easy to tell. 
I know they will impact you, and I hope that after reading this magazine, you will see 
- like we all did - that each of us has a story. We are all walking down different paths, 
leading us to where we need to end up. 

So, next time you are faced with a situation where you are quick to judge, just re-
member that we had a classroom full of people who wrote stories all semester with 
us and we had no idea what they struggled with privately. We did not question them 
on the hardest things they ever went through, they just began to write. They used the 
power of the pen. 

I hope you are humbled and inspired by these stories, just as I was. 

We welcome any feedback. Please contact us at thecollegiate@grcc.edu or through 
social media.

Letter from the Editor

Your school. Your source. Your story.

Jennifer Ackerman-Haywood
Collegiate Adviser

@thecollegiate

GRCCCollegiate

@GRCC_Collegiate

GRCC.Collegiate
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I
often like to believe that I entered 
the world blindfolded, gracing the 
delivery room in silence because 
for the first time ever life had given 

me no reason to cry. Perhaps that is 
why infancy is so beautiful, because it 
is the only moment in a person’s lifetime 
where pain is only skin deep, failure is 
nonexistent, and happiness is inevitable. 

Growing up, failure was my biggest 
fear. It was the only thing I thought life 
could throw at me that my mother’s 
arms could not shield me from. For 
years I strived to be the best at every-
thing, from elementary school quiz-offs, 
to middle school track meets. I wanted 
to win it all, and I did. Then high school 
came around, and as to be expected it 
challenged the validity of everything I 
thought to be true. For the first time in 
my life I knew no one, I was rejected 
from all my favorite sports teams, and I 
couldn’t win a quiz-off against Lindsey 
Ferris if I tried. Afraid to face my own 
defeat, I continued trying and study-
ing until finally success landed on my 
doorstep. I wish I could tell you things 
from that point on went perfect, but they 
didn’t. On Nov. 2, 2011, somewhere be-
tween Rogers High School and Oakland 
Avenue my blindfold had been ripped off 
and at the simple age of 14 years old, life 
had revealed itself to me in its darkest 
form. 

It was that time of year, the trees 
were just beginning to sway to the 
melody of the autumn wind. The sky had 
once again lost its vibrant, lively appeal, 
and was now a dark, eerie shade of gray. 
The leaves, now scarlet red, had leaped 
off their branches and drifted onto the 
pavement, crumbling beneath my rugged 
Nike sneakers as I raced to the bus stop 
on my way to school. Freshman year 
had finally arrived and after having gone 
to the same school for 10 years, I was 
ready for a fresh start. I got to school 
10 minutes after the first bell, drenched 
in the sweat of both adrenaline and 

anxiety. Stopping in the office, I received 
a schedule and a late pass and headed 
to class. English was my first hour and I 
couldn’t be more thrilled as writing was 
my favorite thing to do.  I quickly opened 
the door and stumbled into the room. 
It had appeared everyone had finished 
their general introductions so I greeted 
the classroom of unfamiliar faces and 
took my seat.

As the day went on, the same routine 
continued. Introduction, syllabus, and 
classroom requirements, and then 
came lunch. As I entered the cafeteria 
I was instantly in awe. There were four 
lines to get food, and each line served 
something different. Smiling from ear to 
ear, I headed for the first line I saw, and 
the aroma hit my nose almost instantly. 
It was my favorite, pineapple and ham 
pizza. I quickly scooped it onto my 

plate and raced to find a seat, only to be 
greeted with another one of life’s harsh 
realities. Loneliness. I didn’t know it was 
possible to feel alone in a room full of 
people until that very moment. 

I scanned the room for at least one 
familiar face. Out of luck, I took a seat 
and began eating. After the first bite, I 
felt a light tap on my shoulder. 

“Can I sit with you?” she asked. It 
was a girl from my English class and I 
couldn’t quite remember her name, so 
I simply nodded yes and watched as 
she took her seat. The whole thing was 
pretty awkward. I tried striking up a 

conversation but she was too busy on 
her phone to maintain it so I finished my 
food in silence and headed to class. 

“Hey, wait up,” the girl said, whose 
name I now know as Margarita. “Are you 
any good at sports?” 

I wanted to say yes, but the volley-
ball coach from summer tryouts made 
me believe otherwise.  

“Not really,” I said. 
She seemed to have a look of disap-

pointment on her face as she responded, 
“Oh, okay, nevermind, see you in class.”

“Well, there goes my first friend,” 
I thought, and I was right. That was 
the longest conversation her and I had 
ever held. That is of course until two 
months later when I became the topic of 
everyone’s conversation, the highlight of 
everyone’s morning television, and the 
coolest person in the lunchroom. 

September and October came and 
went, and I found myself getting used to 
the high school routine. I was maintain-
ing straight As in all my classes, and 
I had managed to make a few friends 
during the late afternoons at school 
spent waiting for the bus to arrive. Over-
all things had changed since my first day 
at school. I was fitting in and, man, did it 
feel great. As the days flew by I realized 
I wasn’t the only one excited about my 
newfound progress. My algebra teacher 
Ms. See was so pleased with my grades 
she recommended I join Rogers High 
School’s newest program for freshman, 
Middle College, a five-year program that 
allowed young pupils like myself the op-
portunity to earn a high school diploma, 
60 transferable college credits, and an 
associate’s degree from Grand Rapids 
Community College for no cost at all. It 
was the opportunity of a lifetime and, 
trust me, I read all about it. The letter 
came in the mail in late September. I 
took the Accuplacer test shortly after 
that and based on my competition alone 
I highly doubted I’d get in. 

The Accuplacer, the first time in 

“I didn’t know it 
was possible to feel 
alone in a room full 
of people until that 

very moment.”

TheCollegiateLive.com | 3  



my life I anticipated failure before it 
actually happened. I remember it like it 
was yesterday. There I was, in a class-
room surrounded by the high school’s 
most promising freshman intellectuals, 
panicking. My hands were shaking, my 
heart was racing and as I looked at the 
clock for the fifth time I realized I had 
two minutes to solve for x. The same 
two minutes I spent trying to answer the 
previous question. Almost like the two 
minutes I was granted before the test 
to study that I didn’t use. Looking at the 
computer screen with regret, I selected 
the first answer I saw, submitted my 
test, and accepted my fate. Then some-
thing happened, perhaps I pressed the 
wrong button, or the computer had some 
sort of a glitch, because the next thing I 
knew I looked up at the computer screen 
and all my answers were gone. And there 
it was, failure, a feeling I had dreaded 
for so many years was happening right 
before my eyes. 

Everyone surrounding me boasted 
about how easy the test was and how 
they couldn’t wait to find out how the 
program would be. I just stared at the 
screen, lumps forming in my throat 
and tears streaming down my face, 
hand raised high in the air begging for 
at least one person to tell me where I 
went wrong. Mr. Reeder, one of the test 

administrators, instantly realized what 
happened, and proceeded to reopen 
the test for me. I sat in the library for 
what felt like hours retaking that test, 
trying to remember everything I could 
from eighth grade until then, but it was 
no use. My score probably didn’t match 
up to the others and even if it did, how 
could I survive middle college, if I 
couldn’t even stomach the Accuplacer? 

For the rest of the month I tried not 
to think about it. I threw out the invita-
tion letter they first sent me in the mail, 
and I avoided every assembly the school 
offered about the program.

On Nov. 1, the test results came back 
and we found out whether or not we 
were accepted or rejected. In no hurry 
to look failure in the face, I purposely 
overslept, arriving to school shortly 
after third hour. Walking into class I no-
ticed Ms. See reading a list of names off 
the computer, assuming she was taking 
attendance I responded “here” when 
she said mine. The classroom almost 
instantly erupted in applause and Ms. 
See, smiling from ear to ear, wrapped 
her arms around me.

“I knew you could do it,” she said.
“Do what?” I responded my voice 

laced with confusion. 
“As if you don’t know. You got in. 

You’re officially a middle college stu-
dent,” she cheered. A large smile graced 
my face as I took in the news. I couldn’t 
believe I was going to be a college 
student. I wasn’t sure how it happened, 
but I’m glad it did. As a result, Nov. 1 had 
proven itself to be one of the best days 
of my life. 

The rest of the day I stared at the 
clock, waiting for the 2:30 bell to finally 
ring so I could tell my mother the great 
news. It seemed to take hours but when 
school finally did end I rushed to the 
bus stop and headed home to an empty 
house. I guess not even getting into 
middle college could prevent my mother 
from having to go to work. Refusing to 
celebrate alone, I quickly made my way 

to my grandmother’s house close by. 
From about sixth through eighth grade 
I spent most of my days at her house, 
waiting for my mom to get home from 
work. I didn’t mind it. She was great 
company, and the elementary school I 
went to was right across the street from 
where she lived.  

Most days upon entering she’d be in 
the kitchen cooking one of her famous 
home cooked meals, and would ask 
me how school went. But before the 
question could even leave her lips that 
day, I told her about my acceptance. I 
told her about the program and what it 
had to offer and talked her ear off about 
how easy it was to get into. She thanked 
the Lord in excitement and called all 
her church friends to brag about my 
accomplishments. Around 7:30 that 
evening we sat around the living room 
scarfing down cookies, watching reruns 
of “Golden Girls.” I picked up the phone 
in an attempt to call my mom but I got 
no answer. She was probably asleep. 
Deciding to wait until the next day to 
give her the news, my grandmother and 
I continued watching television until 
eventually we fell asleep.

Around 6 a.m., I was awakened by an 
ear piercing scream. 

“Help me, somebody, please!”
Tired and disoriented I assumed I 

must’ve been dreaming, and rolled over 
in an attempt to get one last hour of 
shut-eye before my alarm went off. 

“Help!” 
There it was again, the same voice, 

but much louder and much more 
desperate. At that point my temporary 
feeling of fatigue had worn off and I 
was greeted by the shadow of a woman 
running past my grandmother’s window. 
In a panic I sat up and peered through 
the blinds, to see a woman running 
barefoot down the pavement. With every 
step she took, her screams grew louder 
and I couldn’t help but wonder what she 
was running from. Behind her came the 
answer to my question. A man drenched 

“My hands were 
shaking, my heart 

was racing and as I 
looked at the clock 
for the fifth time I 

realized I had  
two minutes to  

solve for x.”
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in the sweat of anger and adrenaline 
chased after her with what looked to 
be a gun, screaming for her to be quiet. 
And there it was again the lump forming 
in my throat, the rapid heart beat, the 
sweaty palms. I was panicking.

By now anyone else would have 
called the police, but not me. I froze. 
It was like I was sitting in front of the 
test screen watching all my answers 
disappear but this time there was no 
Mr. Reeder to reset the test. I was not 
in class. I was at home and solving for x 
was the least of my worries. Someone’s 
life was in danger and I had no idea what 
to do. Snapping back to reality, I raced 
to the phone. Grabbing it, I headed back 
to the window and  dialed the number 
nine.

“Boom!”
Dropping the phone, I watched 

the woman’s body collapse onto the 
pavement. A few more gunshots went off 
until finally it grew quite. It was the most 
dreadful silence you could ever imagine, 
the silence of grief, guilt. The silence of 
death on Nov. 2, 2011 was one I’ll never 
forget. 

The man took off running in the 
opposite direction, gun still in hand, 
leaving his lifeless victim’s limp body 
bleeding out in the middle of the street. 
Crying, I raced to my grandmother’s 
room, shaking her out of her slum-
ber, screaming in attempt to explain 
what I just witnessed. Perhaps I was 
talking too fast or, maybe not fast 
enough, because the more I explained, 
the more confused she seemed to be. 

Police cars flooded the block almost 
instantly, detectives started knocking 
on the doors of several houses on the 
street. When they finally arrived at my 
grandma’s house, I was afraid to speak. 
I was afraid to tell them that I saw 
the woman running down the street, I 
heard her screaming for help, I saw the 
bullet pierce through her skin and I did 
nothing about it. So instead I told them 
it happened around 6 a.m., a man and a 
woman were running down the street 
and I heard a gun go off. They seemed 
satisfied with the information and head-
ed to the next house. 

For the rest of the day we were told 
to stay in our houses. The only people 
outside were the detectives, paramedics, 
and some local news crews. My mom 
somehow managed to sneak her car in 
through the back alley. She instantly 
wrapped her arms around me. Before 
I could explain to her what happened, 
a knock sounded at the door. It was 
a reporter. I attempted to answer the 
questions being thrown at me. As soon 
as the interview was finished I raced 
back into the house, turned on the news, 
and waited for an update on what was 
happening.

“Boom!” 
Another gunshot went off some-

where in the distance. My mother and 
I jumped at the sound. Trembling, I 
could only imagine where it was coming 
from. Not too long after, the local news 
revealed my suspicions. The man who I 
had witnessed killing the woman, who 
I now know to be his ex-wife, was dead. 
He had killed himself in the basement of 
his home, just downstairs from his two 
children, a 3-year-old and a four month 
old. After learning the details of the full 
story, everything hit me and my mother 
and I broke down into tears. 

“Why?” Was all I could think to 
ask. And to this day I still don’t have an 
answer. 

That I believe is one of life’s saddest 
truths, not knowing. It made me wonder 

why I tried to be the best at every-
thing, why I worried about what others 
thought, why I feared failure when 
success is only temporary. 

Life, it entices you with expectations 
for the future and hinders you from ever 
seeing it. And yet each day I continue 
trying, I let what I witnessed be my 
motivation to keep moving forward. I am 
now in my final year of the middle col-
lege program, and I am doing great. I do 
wonder whatever happened to that wom-
an’s children. Where are they now? Who 
is taking care of them? I doubt I’ll ever 
get an answer. It’s been about four years, 
and they’re still quite young, blindfolded 
by innocence. 

They will never witness what I saw 
happening between their parents, or 
hear the sound the gun made after their 
father pulled the trigger, but one day 
they will hear about it. They will learn 
just like I had that innocence although 
beautiful does not last. Pain is not skin 
deep, failure does exist, and happiness 

isn’t always guaranteed. It’s all part of 
life. Friendships end, people fail tests, 
family members pass away. It’s the 
reason we keep moving forward. It’s the 
reason I never stopped trying. That day, 
somewhere between Rogers High School 
and Oakland Avenue my blindfold had 
been ripped off. And as surprising as it 
may seem it wasn’t until today, a little 
over four years later, at the simple age of 
18, that I discovered the beauty in living 
without it. 

“Pain is not skin 
deep, failure does 

exist, and happiness 
isn’t always 
guaranteed.”

“By now anyone  
else would have 

called the police, but 
not me. I froze.”

TheCollegiateLive.com | 5  



by Jennifer Lugo
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Standing 
Out

For Others



With several facial piercings, tattoos, 
and a buzz cut, Sarah VanSolkema isn’t 
afraid to be herself. However, she hasn’t 
always been so self-assured. 

VanSolkema grew up in a middle class 
family in Wyoming, the daughter of a fac-
tory worker and compassionate mother, 
who ran a daycare from her home, until 
they divorced when she was a teen. She 
has two brothers and a sister. She main-
tains a good relationship with her mother, 
sister, and younger brother.

VanSolkema was born with three in-
guinal hernias in her groin area, bulges of 
soft tissue that can affect the lining of the 
stomach or intestines, causing weak spots 
in the muscles.

The cause was unknown and over the 
years she had eight more by the time she 
was 11. After undergoing many surgeries, 
it left her with lifelong bladder control 
problems that caused her a lot of embar-
rassment growing up. 

VanSolkema chose the path of social 
work based on her life experiences.

At the age of 7, she started to inten-
tionally hurt herself. 

“I think when I was little, something 
fell on me, and I got attracted to the pain,” 
VanSolkema said, recalling how she would 
place c-clamps around her shins and 
smash them with a hammer. 

She did this often, getting pleasure 
from the pain. It became an addiction that 
she hid from everyone, including both of 
her parents.

As she got older and the teasing 
ensued, the self-mutilation became worse. 
A self admission to Pine Rest years later 
in 2012 would lead her to open up to her 
mother about the wounds, but she hid it 
from her father completely.

She was unaware of the mounting 
physical consequences of this behavior. 
One day, when she was 19, she was hold-
ing her 18-month-old nephew in her lap 
and he traced the scars on her leg. In that 
moment, she began to rethink her choices 
of self harm.

“I just got sick to my stomach after he 
did that,” VanSolkema said about the sim-
ple act. “For so many years, nobody knew 
I did that, and for the first time, my first 
born nephew saw something. I decided I 
didn’t want to explain to a child why I had 
done what I’d done.” 

She quit for a long time, returning to it 
a couple years later.

“In 2009, when I slipped and fell and 
busted my foot, they took x-rays of all 
this,” VanSolkema said. “They asked me 
why I had all these bone chips and things 
in my shin. I didn’t even know how to 
answer it, because by this time I was well 
into my 20s.”  

The self inflicted wounds left scars, 
but that was only the beginning. 

At 13 years old, VanSolkema said she 
was the one to find her childhood friend, 
just hours after she ended her life. 

“Even to this day, I can still smell the 
gunpowder and the blood,” VanSolkema 
said about being in the room, only hours 
after her friend shot herself. “I was there 
until her mother came home, with her in 
my arms, bawling. I cried myself to sleep.”  

VanSolkema still feels traumatized by 
her friend’s death.

“That’s why I struggle with PTSD 
really bad,” she said. 

That same year VanSolkema lost her 
grandmother, and her brother lost his best 
friend and their parents separated. All 
these things happening at once created a 
toxic environment, planting the seeds of 
depression.

Throughout her childhood, she strug-
gled with her gender identity. She knew 
she always felt like she was in the wrong 
body, but it wasn’t until she was 17 that 
she realized she wanted to be with wom-
en. She began to identify as a lesbian.

Shortly after coming out, she met 
her first love. She felt connected for the 
first time in her life to a family, however 
that, too, was short lived, as she lost her a 
couple years later. Moving forward wasn’t 
easy, but at 19, Vansolkema found strength 

in work. She worked long hours at various 
jobs, filling her schedule with distractions 
to numb herself. 

Still healing, she fell in love again. Six 
years would pass with her new girlfriend, 
as they began building a life together, until 
the summer of 2008.

In August that year the relationship 
began to fall apart. She had been unem-
ployed and was in the process of a dis-
crimination lawsuit against her previous 
employer. This sparked an atmosphere of 
tension coupled with several depression 
medication changes VanSolkema had.

A small fight occurred one morning, 
and her girlfriend left. VanSolkema went 
to her mother’s house to cool down, 
returning a few hours later to an empty 
home. VanSolkema had reached a break-
ing point.

“Laying there, I just kept thinking 
to myself two things,” VanSolkema said. 
“I should just kill myself, and two that I 
wanted things to just stop.” 

VanSolkema began to consume hand-
fuls of prescription pills chased by large 
gulps of vodka. 

“The strange thing is I remember 
doing all of this like I was out of my own 
body,” Vansolkema said. “I did it quick-
ly, without even giving anything else a 
thought.”

VanSolkema was found less than 
an hour later on the bathroom floor, by 
a friend, who had come looking for her 
girlfriend. Upon finding VanSolkema, the 
friend went to the neighbor and called for 
help. She learned later that she survived 
because she’d laid down in a fetal position. 
She had vomited and lost bowel control, 
helping her body rid itself of the toxins. By 
the time emergency crews responded, she 
had to be revived. After being stabilized at 
the hospital, she was put into an intensive 
treatment program through Pine Rest and 
was released to her mother’s care for two 
weeks.

“It was especially hard for me because 
she came to me and I thought we had talk-
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ed everything through, and then the same 
day, she did try to commit suicide, ” her 
mother, Deb VanSolkema said, recalling 
the incident from 2008. “They wouldn’t 
let us leave without me signing a consent 
form that said I’d be with her. I took off 
from work to be by her side.”

Through this event, a closer bond 
began to build between VanSolkema and 
her mother, that wasn’t present before, 
and currently, is stronger than ever, as 
VanSolkema takes care of her mother, who 
now has stage four uterine cancer. 

“Not a day goes by that I don’t thank 
my lucky stars for the few who intervened 
in my life that hot summer day,” VanSolke-
ma said. “I’m not sure how I survived. 
They said I should have never lived. 
Because of this, I believe in miraculous 
things and have angels over me keeping 
me safe.” 

Even though VanSolkema had an 
awakening, it wasn’t until enrolling in 
Grand Rapids Community College that her 
life took a true turn toward success. She 
met Patricia Murray, who worked within 
the Employment Services Department at 
GRCC. Murray encouraged her to go to 
college and even helped her enroll.

“I knew that she had the potential to 
go to college. I encouraged her and I be-
lieved in her,” Murray said. “It really didn’t 
take any more than that. She’s a strong 
woman who has had a lot of bumps in the 
road, but is doing this.”

VanSolkema gives credit to GRCC 
and StandOut for helping her become 
a more active community member. She 
has sought change in the school for the 
LGBTQQA community, including speaking 
out about the need for more unisex bath-
rooms around campus, a change that was 
included during the latest wave of campus 
renovations.

Being a part of StandOut helped 
VanSolkema find her true identity earlier 
this year and she is coming to terms with 
being transgender. To make her transition, 
she said she plans on having her breasts 

removed and changing her name, although 
she isn’t sure to what. She doesn’t feel any 
other surgeries or hormones are neces-
sary.

“I don’t really consider myself to be 
a lesbian anymore, because if I think 
about it, I consider myself to be more 
like a male, and I don’t know why this is,” 
VanSolkema said. “Nothing per say really 
happened to me to make me think this 
way. It just is what it is.” 

She also helps the members of her 
group feel accepted. Miko Beute, 22, 
joined StandOut this fall and said he has 
been positively impacted by VanSolkema. 

“She definitely has helped me,” Beute 
said, referring to VanSolkema. “She’s 
given me someone to talk to, someone to 
laugh with.”

Simon Kittok, adviser of StandOut, 
said VanSolkema has exhibited strong 
leadership qualities.

“She is a very ambitious person,” 
Kittok said. “She has a lot of great ideas 
that she’s trying to get implemented in the 
group and just trying to make it better for 
years to come.” 

Along with taking care of her mother, 
she also took care of her late grandfather 
with Alzheimer’s who died in 2010. 

“She did a wonderful job with my dad,” 
her mother said.

Currently, VanSolkema continues to 
be an advocate for others going through 
similar hardships.

She volunteers on Tuesday nights at 
GIFT (Gays in Faith Together), a nonprofit 
organization, that according to their web-
site, is “working toward the affirmation 
of gays, lesbians, and transgender (LGBT) 
persons of faith communities in West 
Michigan.” 

Cami Mann, 49, who volunteers at 
GIFT with VanSolkema, said she sees her 
dedication to personal growth.

“She’s very open and honest with peo-
ple,” Mann said. “Sarah brings a spirit of 
acceptance to the young people, and she’s 
very attentive to what they say and what 
they are experiencing in their lives.”

VanSolkema’s love of people and life 
can be found in the tattoos and piercings, 
that now replace wounds of self-mutila-
tion, and represent love and loss in her 
life. She said they give her strength.

One of the quotes tattooed on her, she 
said, captures the central theme of her life 
now, “If you don’t live for something, you’ll 
die for nothing.”

The night before a major surgery to 
remove her cancer, VanSolkema’s mother 
said, “We’re so much alike.... I learn from 
her and she learns from me. It’s been a 
hard year for everybody, especially her. In 
the last couple years we have become a lot 
closer. She’s been my caretaker in more 
ways than one. She gives me encourage-
ment to go on.”

All of VanSolkema’s tattoos carry 
meaning in her life.

8 | TheCollegiateLive.com



St
or

y &
 p
ho

to
s b

y J
oh

n 
Rot

hw
ell

ON TH
E 

COURT,

OFF
 TH

E 
ST

REE
TS



Andre Pratcher always dreamed of 
leaving the savage streets of Chicago for 
a chance to play basketball. A basketball 
scholarship to Grand Rapids Community 
College has given him the chance to make 
the move.

Growing up on Chicago’s west side in 
the area of Cicero and Jackson, Andre, 23, 
was raised on some of Chicago’s toughest 
streets.

It is an area known for its gang activity 
and turf wars, where playgrounds are used 
for gang meetings and drug dealing. It’s an 
area where an innocent bystander can get 
hit by a stray bullet. Several people Andre 
knew died this way. 

“It was rough growing up, you had to 
know certain things living in Chicago, like 
what streets to walk down and what streets 
not to walk down,” Andre said. “Who’s out 
there, who’s not. What colors to wear and 
not to wear. Where to be at a certain time 
and where not to be. It was like that my 
entire life.”

Growing up, Andre had to wear his 
brother’s hand-me-downs. Never having a 
room or a bed for himself, he would sleep 
on the floor in the hallway.

“Part of my motivation growing up was 
to get my own room and bed,” Andre said.

When staying at his cousin’s house in 
the Rockwell Projects they had to sit on the 
floor and could not sit on the couch or the 
bed because of the fear of bullets coming 
through the windows.

There was no pizza delivery because 
drivers would often get robbed. The police 
would not come unless they arrived in mul-
tiple cars for fear they would get shot at.

The youngest son of Wanda Pratcher, 
Andre lived with his mother and two sib-
lings, brother Cornelius Brown and sister 
Juanita Pratcher.

Cornelius took to the street life, rising 
up in the ranks of a local gang. He has now 
served 10 years of a 50-year prison sentence 
for homicide.

”My brother always told me not to fol-
low in his footsteps,”  Andre said.

With a mother who knew how danger-

ous the city was, she protected him as much 
as possible.

“Mom kind of overprotected me,” Andre 
said. “I wanted to go to a party one time and 
my mom would not let me go. I heard the 
next day it got shot up.”

With his mother insisting that he go to 
school every day, Andre would ride the Chi-
cago Transit Authority 45 minutes each way 
to get to Roberto Clemente High School, 
where he also played basketball.

“Basketball kept me out of trouble 
in high school,” Andre said, “It was go to 
school and then basketball practice.”

Roberto Clemente High School not only 
gave Andre an athletic opportunity and 
a solid education, it also introduced him 
to his history teacher and mentor, Ozni 
Torres.

“I want to tell Ozni Torres thank you,” 
Andre said. “He is the person that changed 
me.” 

Torres was the first person to take An-
dre outside of his neighborhood and show 
him what life was like outside of the “hood.” 
This included a trip to the Illinois Holocaust 
Museum and Education Center in Skokie, 
Illinois.

“He was never too proud to take and 
listened carefully to what was told to him,” 
Torres said. “He was no wide-eyed fool 
either, having grown up on some mean 
streets in his northwest-side neighborhood. 
It is that rare combination that made me 
gravitate toward him and attempt to expose 
him to what his city had to offer.”

That exposure, along with the 
life-changing moment of seeing his friend 
shot in front of him, fall to the ground 
and lie there with blood coming out of his 
mouth, had Andre dreaming of leaving the 
city even more.

“It made me look at life,” Andre said. 
“Live it every day, you never know when it 
will be taken from you.”

Andre and his cousin Elton Buie would 
always talk about leaving Chicago and play-
ing basketball somewhere. Buie would leave 
but not the way he wanted to.

On Aug. 1, 2015, a week before Andre 

was to leave Chicago and head to GRCC, 
Elton was shot in the head. He died two 
days later.

“He wanted to leave so bad to play bas-
ketball,” Andre said. “I am living his legacy.”

That legacy and dream has taken him 
to Grand Rapids. Former GRCC student and 
basketball player, Greg Fleming, a friend of 
Andre’s, told him about the city of Grand 
Rapids and GRCC.

“It sounded real nice,” Andre said. “I 
came to visit the city and school and fell in 
love with it. Grand Rapids is a different vibe 
than the city of Chicago.”

Living just outside the city in Comstock 
Park, Andre shares a sparsely furnished 
apartment with teammates Myles Ervin and 
Abdul McGraw.

“All I have is an air mattress and my 
clothes,” Andre said. “I don’t need a TV or 
a Playstation, I am down about school and 
basketball.”

School and basketball keep Andre busy. 
His typical day consists of getting up at 5 
a.m. so he can catch the bus to be at GRCC 
by 7 a.m.  A part-time on-campus job, class-
es, practice and library study time keep him 
on campus until 10 p.m.

“The number one motivation is not be-
ing in Chicago,” Andre said. “I am a strong 
person mentally because of the things I 
have been through.”

In Chicago, they say to keep everybody 
close to you because you don’t know when 
that last moment with someone is going to 
be. 

Andre has had a lot of last moments and 
has lost count of how many people he has 
lost and is unsure of how many more he will 
lose.

“When I get on Facebook I see a lot of 
rest in peace for so and so,” Andre said. “I 
am getting tired of seeing that.”

Although he’s not sure exactly what he 
wants to do after college, Andre knows that 
he wants to help inner-city children.

“I want to show them how big the world 
really is and not how big their block is,” 
Andre said. “I want to change their perspec-
tive of how everything is in this world.”
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“I want 
to show them 

how big the world 
really is and not 

how big their 
block is.”



I have always considered myself 
quite the media fan. I love books, movies, 
comics and have had an obsession with 
music for most of my life. I still own 
many objects from my youth and have a 
collection of nearly 600 films, 200 of which 
are VHS tapes. There are titles and themes 
ranging from kid’s movies and the generic 
superhero flick to horror, suspense and 
even a few English sitcoms. I enjoy Korean 
revenge films, Ben Stiller and kung-fu 
movies. “Top Gun,” “There Will Be Blood,” 
and “Stranger Than Fiction” are a few that 
are viewed probably more than should be. 
Some of my favorites are Focus Features, 
“X-Files”, Martin Scorsese, “Goosebumps,” 
and most anything by Stephen King. I’ve 
been called a pack rat, but that’s not even 
close. 

I have a hard time letting go of the 

past and I tend to relate certain books 
or movies to key moments in my life. 
Most of my things are in boxes and only 
a portion fit on the shelving I have, due 
mostly to a lack of space. Once or twice 
a year, I go through and organize a bit, 
maybe even switch out some of the less 
watched films. When it comes to music, 
It’s hard for me to relate songs or bands to 
certain moments in my life, other than the 
fact that it’s always been there for me. Of 
course, I have the typical break-up song 
(The Cure’s “Boys Don’t Cry”) or bands 
that remind me of friends and family, but 
I tend to listen to music in stages and skip 
around a lot. I rarely listen to an album 
from start to finish. If I’m listening to mu-
sic, It’s usually being used as background 
noise when reading or writing. If I had to 
choose, I would say that most of the time 

I listen to blues, country/folk or indepen-
dent hip-hop. 

When I was about 10, I fell in love with 
the B movie horror genre. B movies are 
typically low-budget and less publicized 
than some of the larger projects put out by 
film companies. I spent so much time at 
my Uncle John and Jerry’s house watching 
anything from Full Moon Features (a film 
studio) or the film “Leprechaun.”

 I remember walking into their spare 
bedroom, where they had all the movies, 
a desk and some other odds and ends. 
The door was a flat, matte black and 
the golden handle was tarnished. The 
hardwood floor was covered in this awful 
thick, red carpet. There was this painted 
glass window that depicted The Virgin 
Mary, which scared the hell out of me. I 
thought that was scarier than anything in 

A Timeless Gift

by Gary Manier

Photo by John Rothwell
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the room and it always gave me an awful, 
uneasy feeling. I rarely went in alone. The 
book shelves that showcased the movies 
were polished black. The only light was a 
desk lamp on the other side of the room, 
so when I would pick out a movie it was 
usually dark. A lot of the tapes were from 
the late ‘70s and ‘80s, I remember vividly 
seeing “Easy Rider” and its beat up case. 
“Beyond the Valley of the Dolls,” because I 
had no idea what an NC-17 rating was and 
“Ghoulies,” which depicted a green troll in 
suspenders popping out of a white porce-
lain toilet. They had so many independent 
and Full Moon movies, I absorbed them 
all. In my opinion, Full Moon produced 
many great flicks and they continue to do 
so. Jeffrey Combs and Stuart Gordon are 
two of their best and most noteworthy 
contributors to the production company. 
The “Puppet Master” series and “Dolls” 
stick with me most because I relate them 
back to one of the greatest and worst 
events of my life.

My uncle John, in his depression, com-
mitted suicide two years after losing my 
uncle, and his partner, Jerry, to AIDS. 

We hadn’t heard from him in a few 
days and my family was starting to worry, 
so my dad and grandpa went over to 
investigate. When he didn’t answer they 
knew something was wrong because he 
wasn’t the type to just pack up and go. 
My dad climbed in through a window and 
they found him on the floor. I was at my 
grandparents’ house down the street when 
I heard the ambulance and police go by. 
It was November and life as I knew it was 
over.  

I buried my face in my grandma’s 
shoulder and cried. John was the kindest, 
warmest person I had encountered up 
until that point in my life. He wore Acqua 
Di Gio, khaki shorts, flip flops and ugly 
(it was the 90s) button up shirts. One 
summer he got my dad to pierce his ear, 
which was a small victory for him because 
they bonded over that. Christmas ‘94, 
my mother was pregnant with my little 
brother and the tree tipped over, trapping 

her underneath. I called John and when he 
showed up, he laughed about it for a few 
minutes, picked on her and then helped 
her out. When she was on her feet, he 
picked some more. 

I wish that I still knew their phone 
number. 

Uncle John and Uncle Jerry used to 
have a huge German Shepherd named 
Bear and went to the Bahamas on vaca-
tion a couple times. John and Jerry pur-
chased a trailer in Palatka, Florida that 
they lived in for a winter, when we went 
to visit I remember some of the road signs 
and thinking that Lady Slipper was such a 
weird name for a street. When we arrived 
it was time for bed, but in the morning we 
had breakfast, watched “Interview With 
the Vampire” and went exploring. Those 
memories are kind of lost now, but in my 
opinion it’s the little things that count. 

I do remember feeling strange when 
they weren’t around, there was a comfort 
in going over after school, even if it was 
just to hang out. My siblings and I spent as 
much time as possible at their house, be-
cause it was only a quarter mile down the 
street from where we lived. Unfortunately, 
I don’t have many memories of Jerry, he 
struggled with self-esteem and identity 
issues and kept most of the family out of 
his affairs. The thing that gets me down 
the most about the situation is that my 
father never really talked about it with us 
and still doesn’t. Getting him to open up 
about his brother and his brother’s lover is 
like pulling teeth. 

I don’t try anymore. 
John left trinkets and antiques for 

family members and my dad got the house. 
He left a note that was ignored by his 
mother, who showed up and took many of 
his antiques, which he collected for years. 
All I got was “Dolls,” a film that leaves 
little to the imagination and is mediocre 
at best. My father made sure that he got 
into the house and put the tape away for 
me. I am happy receiving this gift because 
watching that movie is something that 
we did together a few times every month. 

I’m pretty sure he just wanted me to have 
it for no other reason than it was a part 
of our routine. The tattered cover and 
cracked lens are proof enough. We would 
stay up and watch “Dolls,” “Leprechaun,” 
or “Puppet Master,” eat as much junk food 
as we wanted, and the drink of choice was 
always Coca-Cola. 

I think back fondly on our time 
together and I try to be the best person I 
can. I am thankful for the time we spent 
together and I’ve learned to embrace the 
small things in life. In the long run, all we 
have are our memories and I celebrate his 
life every chance I get.

Photo by John Rothwell
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B
reakups are never 
easy.  Leaving some-
one you love is never 
easy. Separating from 
your best friend is 

never easy. It is never be easy, no 
matter the circumstances.  

My senior year of high 
school I finally mustered 

up the courage to leave 
my ex-boyfriend, for the 
hundredth time. The only 
difference was this time 
I never looked back. 

We started dating 
on Valentine’s Day 
during my sophomore 

year. I was 15 and 
this was my first 
real relationship. 
Everything started 
off great. Justin* 
was the star 
athlete at our high 

school and I was 
a cheerleader. We 
were the cliché high 
school couple from 

the movies. Everyone 
would always tell us 
how cute we were to-
gether and that we were 

the perfect couple. His 
huge family was amazing, 

I loved his mom and dad, 
younger sister, brothers, and 

cousins like they were my own. 
I envied their family functions 
because even though I have a 
huge family we aren’t as close 
as they were. 

One day he told me he loved 
me but I wasn’t ready to say it 
back and I told him that. He was 
so sweet and understanding. I 
felt blessed with someone so 
funny, charming, and talented. 
Eventually, I told him I loved 
him too because I did. 

My relationship was ev-
erything I could ever imagine 
besides the fact that Justin had 
a bit of a temper. But it wasn’t 
a problem because he never 
took it out on me and I assumed 
he was just going through a lot 
with the stress of school and 
sports. 

I don’t remember exactly 
when it started but that temper 
that he never took out on me, 
well he started taking it out 
on me. I don’t remember the 
first time he screamed at me 
or the first time he called me a 
“bitch” and a “ho.” Though, it 
conveniently often happened 
after I caught him texting an ex 
or asking for some girl’s phone 
number on social media. It be-
came a routine; he’d get caught, 
I’d get angry and he’d get upset 

by K. Shepherd

TANGLED
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with me for being angry. 
Justin was always 

accusing me of “assuming.” 
He would tell me that I was 
insecure and that the girls he 
texted were just his friends. 
Somehow he always managed 
to lie his way out of things. 
This happened almost every 
week. Sometimes I would get 
so sick of crying and com-
peting with other girls that 
I’d break up with him, just to 
take him right back after his 
crying, pleading, and angry 
outbursts. After bashing him-
self in the head, “I need you,” 
he’d say. He was my project;  
I thought I could save him 
from himself and his anger. 

As usual, something 
happened between us that 
I didn’t like, he was flirting 
with someone else, texting 
someone else, or maybe it 
was the time he received oral 
sex from a classmate in the 
school parking lot. (We were 
the center of school gossip 
for weeks, even the teachers 
knew.) Whichever occasion it 
was, I was beyond fed up, so 
I left him. He threatened to 

kill himself, that’s how he got 
me to come back that time. 
He told me, “I’m going to 
kill myself, just so everyone 
will know how horrible of a 
person you are … my mom 
will hate you.” 

Though I don’t specifi-
cally remember the point in 
our relationship where he 
became physically violent, I 
do remember the first time 
he hit me in my face. It was 
a Friday and we went to his 
house after school. We were 
sitting in his mom’s living 
room. He was laying on the 
fluffy, brown leather couch 
and I sat on the edge of the 
large square foot rest looking 
down at my phone. He 
grabbed their silver Comcast 
remote and turned on the TV. 

My phone rang and the 
name Andrew* showed on 
the screen, Andrew went to 
our local rival high school. I 
answered the phone and he 
told me that Justin had been 
seeing his girlfriend Hannah*. 
Though I was upset, I did 
not react. I simply began 
asking indirect questions 
that wouldn’t reveal to Justin 
exactly what the conversa-
tion was about, but some-
thing triggered his attention. 
He whipped his head in my 
direction with fire in his big, 
dark brown eyes.

“Who are you talking to?” 
he snapped. 

I hesitantly replied with, 
“Andrew.” 

Before I could say any-
thing else I felt a heavy open 
palm at the side of my head, I 
flew off the footrest and onto 

the hardwood floor. I imme-
diately bounced back to my 
feet with adrenaline rushing 
through me as I chased after 
him, because he had taken 
my phone. He was cussing 
and screaming at Andrew on 
the other end of the phone, 
telling him he wanted to kill 
him. 

He threw my phone and 
stormed down the basement 
stairs, he began punching 
holes in the white plaster 
walls and throwing wooden 
framed photos. Glass crash-
ing and plaster cracking; it 
was a nightmare. He grabbed 
me by my arms and threw me 
to the ground, lunging on top 
of me, I lifted my legs in the 
air protecting myself from his 
impact. He flew to the ground 
in pain. Panicking, I searched 
for my car keys and ran 
for the door. I drove home 
with tears burning as they 
streamed down my cheeks. 

The mental and emotion-
al abuse was one thing, but I 
never thought I would be that 
girl. This day was the day I 
realized I was in an emotion-
ally, mentally, and physically 
abusive relationship with 
the guy I loved and my best 
friend. 

I walked into my mother’s 
house to the comforting and 
familiar scent of her cooking, 
with a smile on my face and 
a big secret in my heart. That 
day, I pretended as if nothing 
happened. I was emotionally 
exhausted. I got a phone call 
from Gloria, Justin’s older 
cousin. She told me that he 
told her what happened that 

day. 
“People make mistakes,” 

she said. 
My phone had received 

over 70 missed calls that 
night and a handful of heart 
wrenching voicemails. One 
voicemail in particular 
stuck with me. I could hear 
the wind blowing violently 
through the windows of his 
rusty truck and the tires 
squealing on the pavement. 
Screaming and crying, he said 
if I did not answer his calls 
he was going to drive his car 
off of the highway overpass 
on 28th Street. He said he 
was coming over and that I 
“better open the f*cking door 
or else I’ll beat that bitch 
down”. 

I called back. I told him 
that he had to stop and that 
it was over but he wouldn’t 
take that for an answer. He 
arrived at my house shortly 
after the call; I opened the 
door out of fear. Not fear of 
him, he had already done 
the worst to me, but fear 
that my mom would hear 
him beating on our front 
door, and walked onto my 
enclosed porch, closing the 
door behind me. The air was 
sharp and cold, it was late 
fall and it snowed that night. 
He was sitting on the porch, 
against the house with his 
knees bent to his chest. He 
pleaded and apologized for 
what he had done, grabbing 
onto my legs like a 2-year-old 
who didn’t want to leave his 
mother. I looked down at him 
in disgust. I didn’t understand 
why he was the one crying 

“He was my 
project;  I 
thought I 
could save 
him from 
himself and 
his anger.”
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as I stood strong. I told him 
he needed to go home, but 
he refused. He said he was 
going to sleep there. Though 
his actions sickened me, I 
still loved him and cared for 
him. I told him to come in 
and sleep in our guest room. 
That was not the end of our 
relationship, we continued 
our tragically twisted love for 
a year and a half longer. 

Nothing stopped. Nothing 
changed. The unfaithfulness 
and the abuse continued.

Being with him literally 
made me sick. Over the 
course of the rest of our 
relationship, the depression 
led me to lose 20 lbs that I 
initially couldn’t afford to 
lose. My friends would tell 
me that I was getting “too 
skinny” and my mother 
always said I looked sick. I 
barely ate. And I ended up 
hospitalized and diagnosed 
with hypoglycemia due to my 
poor diet. I was not myself. I 
painfully remember the time 
I laid on my bedroom floor 
pleading to my mother. I 
fought through the crushing 
weight I felt on my chest and 

whimpered, “I don’t want to 
be alive anymore.”

My relationships with 
friends and family were 
taking a serious hit due to my 
depression. None of the peo-
ple closest to me knew what I 
was going through. Everyone 
knew Justin was unfaithful 
but they never knew the 
abusive end of things.

I don’t know when or why 
or how I found the courage to 
walk away from him. 

My senior year of high 
school I woke up and left 
him. Using my friends and 
family as a booster to pull 
me out of the deep dark hole 
I was in, I finally realized 
my worth. The change was 
gradual, I didn’t just cut him 
out of my life cold turkey. 
It took time. I would talk 
to him once a day and then 
once a week and eventually 

not at all. He would call 
me crying and begging for 
another chance but I was out 
of chances to give. 

The healing process was 
awful, I hurt some people. 
I had this tall, thick wall up 
protecting my feelings so 
anyone who had tried to get 
in, not knowing the signifi-
cance of my last relationship, 
always failed. I unintentional-
ly led some people to believe 
that there was something 
between us when really I 
was battling demons that I 
thought I would never defeat. 

I was asked “how did you 
get over that?” but honestly, 
I haven’t. I still cry and I still 
hurt. I don’t cry and hurt 
because of him but because 
of the scars I have to deal 
with even without him. Trust-
ing others and dealing with 
confrontation in my current 

relationship is 10 times more 
difficult than it would be for 
anyone else. 

Just this year, I remember 
telling one of my best friends, 
“I’m broken, I can’t be in a 
relationship.” 

In that moment I realized 
that it is going to take more 
than three years to repair 
my heart and my trust. The 
physical damage fades but 
the emotional and mental 
damage does not. 

Many women and men 
find themselves in abusive 
relationships, but no one 
deserves to have to deal with 
something like this. I got out, 
anyone can. You’re stronger 
than you think. 

Editor’s note - Names 
marked with a * have been 
changed in the telling of this 
story.

Need help? Get help.
YWCA
24-Hour Confidential Crisis Line: 616-451-2744
Counseling Services: 616-459-4652
Emergency Shelter (no cost) 

Safe Haven Ministries
24-hour support hotline: 616-452-6664

GRCC Counseling and Career Center
616-234-3900
Room 327, 3rd floor, Student Center 

The National Domestic Violence Hotline 
Available 24/7 at 1-800-799-SAFE (7233)

“I didn’t 
understand 
why he was 
the one crying 
as I stood 
strong.”
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by Avery JenningsMoving Forward
Growing up, I didn’t really have a problem 

making friends. At least not for the first 
16 years.

My circle of friends in high school pretty 
much consisted of people I met in elementary 
school, with the exception of a few people from 
middle school. In elementary school, practical-
ly everyone is your friend, so I had no trouble 
there. Middle school was a little different, but I 
was always happy with the amount of friends I 
had and I genuinely liked each and every one at 
the time. Even into high school, my freshman 
and sophomore year, I didn’t have any issues. I 
had a core group at that point and felt like I had 
a good thing going. I thought I wouldn’t have a 
problem through the rest of high school. 

Do I regret not becoming better friends 
with people? Sure. 

There were definitely a few people where 
we were nice to each other whenever we 
were at a party together, or saw each other 
at a sporting event, but it was just a mutual 
kindness towards one another, nothing more. 
Maybe I should’ve tried to become friends with 
them, but that’s in the past.

Depression can be a very hard concept to 
grasp. It can develop from one specific event, 
a culmination of smaller ones, or no specific 
event or experience. Most times, it slowly 
creeps up and seems like a sickness you can’t 
cure. It may cause you to think that it’s some-
thing that you can’t get rid of. 

When I began my junior year, it seemed 
like my friends started changing their person-
alities. One of my friends who had always been 
a nice, but quiet and awkward kid growing 
up, suddenly was running for class president. 
My best friend, the guy who’d been the closest 
to me since fifth grade, began to advance his 
social status, hanging out with me less. 

The fall of 2013 began the development 
of my depression that I still struggle with at 
times. It was a time in my life when I was expe-
riencing a lot of change that I didn’t necessarily 
want, or expect.

When I entered my junior year, I had 

thought that I would be farther along in life. 
I thought I would’ve had at least had one 
relationship and that my fear of talking to girls 
about more than casual conversation would 
have been long gone. My expectations were 
that I would’ve improved my social status at 
school. 

During my first two years as a high school 
student, I thought of myself as a somewhat 
popular kid. I was good at sports, I had a 
decent amount of friends that were cool and 
were considered part of the popular crowd, or 
at least somewhat popular, and I thought that I 
would’ve continued to develop my social status 
like them. I thought that I would’ve had better 
grades at that point and could tell my friends 
my true GPA without feeling like I was inferior 
to them. But sadly, I had not lived up to my 
own expectations, and being very self-critical, 
I believe that this is when I started to become 
depressed. 

Depression is hard. There’s no way to 
sugar coat being depressed into something 
positive. It’s always on your mind, and you 
spend a lot of mental energy and strength 
thinking about it. For anyone experiencing 
depression, just know that you are not alone. 
According to mentalhealthamerica.net, recent 
surveys indicate that as many as one in five 
teens suffer from clinical depression. 

Now I know that at Grand Rapids Commu-
nity College, there’s a wide array of students, 
but a large chunk of the student population is 
young (18-24) and for most of us, our brains 
have not developed enough emotional in-
telligence to know how to handle different situ-
ations and how to interpret what we believe as 
personal values. This most likely leads to a lot 
of young people becoming depressed because 
we feel helpless. Knowing you’re not alone is 
important to remember when you hit rough 
spots along your journey to get rid of depres-
sion. It’s going to be hard at times, and those 
times are what make you a stronger person, 
but know that there are people who will help 
you and want to help you with whatever you’re 

feeling. 
“In any case, whether a student is running 

into a rough patch in life or thinks they are de-
pressed, they need to seek help,” said Lynnae 
Selberg, director of GRCC’s counseling depart-
ment. “Many students think they have to, or 
want to, face these challenging times alone.”

From a personal standpoint, since the 
beginning my first semester at GRCC, I think 
my depression has improved. I’ve been able 
to overcome a lot of the stresses and painful 
memories from high school and have been able 
to tell myself that I’m starting a new chapter 
of my life. Being able to put the past behind 
me and focus on what is ahead and the great 
experiences that I can have in college, whether 
it’s at GRCC or a university, is something that 
has pushed me to overcome the depression 
that I’ve fought for a long time.

Going forward, my way of being a happier 
person, and to not let my depression creep 
back is to be honest with people. I had a ten-
dency to over exaggerate things, and to make 
things seem better than what they really were, 
in order to gain approval from friends; howev-
er, now I’m being an honest person, trying to 
make commitments that I can actually keep, 
and be real about myself and do what I like to 
do, and not worry about what people think of 
me for doing it. 

I’m here to tell you that depression can be 
treated. The key is to be mentally tough and 
believe you can get through because when it 
comes down to it, no one is going to do it for 
you; you have to buckle down and take this 
head on.

If you ever feel like you need help, or you 
need to talk to someone, GRCC’s Counseling 
and Career Center is a free available resource 
for any students that would like to talk to 
someone about what’s on their mind. You can 
set up an appointment for short-term personal 
counseling, and the counselors at the Counsel-
ing and Career Center help the student explore 
if they might need more help and if so, get them 
connected to community resources.
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It was our family’s secret, or so I 
thought growing up. It didn’t seem 
possible other families could be 

dealing with such ambiguity. Not ev-
eryone knew I had an older brother. 
Unless you were a part of my inner 
circle, it didn’t come up. That was 
my secret, my way of shutting it 
out. 

With the passing of my 
parents, I have become my older 
brother Charles’ caretaker, acting 
health care representative and 
power of attorney. I’m not exactly 
sure when he was diagnosed with 
bipolar disorder because my par-
ents shielded me from most of his 
problems. Right or wrong, they were 
doing what they believed to be the 
best for us as a family. 

I presume his formal diagnosis was 
only a few years ago but went undiag-
nosed for most of his life. Unless you 
were a witness to his outbursts and, lat-
er, the alcohol or self-medicated altered 
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states, it wasn’t purely discernable. 
At 7 years old, my parents gave me a 

beautiful, pink heart-shaped birthstone 
ring, necklace and bracelet set. Of course 
it was costume jewelry, but I loved it none-
theless. My earliest, strongest memory of 
my relationship with my brother is of him 
destroying the jewelry with a hammer. 
It’s how I would define our relationship 
the majority of my life, mostly broken. It 
was an unpredictable, underlying fear, not 
knowing what he could or might do if I 
were to make him angry.

A few weeks ago I was sifting through 
an old jewelry box and found a few pieces 
of the set. It took my breath away. Why 
had I held onto them? My mind raced with 
questions, trying to calculate how long ago 
it happened, how many states I had moved 
to with them - was I still holding a grudge? 

I’ve lost count of how many years my 
brother has spent in prison for alcohol-re-
lated offenses, each considered a felony 
now. It would be easy to compute by 
looking at holiday photographs. He’s not in 
most of them. 

My parents were progressive in their 
approach with him from a young age, 
taking him to doctors, therapists, hiring 
tutors, yet nothing seemed to change his 
behavior. Even doctors agree there is 
likely not one cause for bipolar disorder 
or a method of treatment, more that it is a 
progressive disease. 

His manipulative behavior divided our 
family. Living in Chicago, starting my ca-
reer after college, I would see snippets of 
his inconsistent behavior when visiting my 
parents. It was obvious to me he was using 
pain medication to get high. Because the 
opioids were a prescription, my parents 
couldn’t understand why he shouldn’t have 
them. 

I was three hours away in Michigan, at 
my new home, when I received a call from 
my dad, in July 2013. My brother was at his 
house acting erratically, non-cooperative 
and slurring his words. The choice was 

clear - call the police. They took him away 
to the hospital for a welfare check where 
he was given Narcan (Naloxone), a drug 
that reverses opioid overdoses.

It has taken almost two years, but after 
a ridiculous number of phone calls and 
documentation he is flagged as a pain med 
abuser and will longer be given narcotics 
by a doctor according to a new state law in 
Indiana. But he is an addict. I know he will 
find drugs. I’ve only eliminated one source. 

I find myself having to explain that I’m 
not making excuses for his repetitive be-
havior, rather he has an illness. If he were 
diagnosed with a life-threatening disease 
I imagine there would be an outpour-
ing of support. My understanding from 
reading articles is that there is not a cure 
for bipolar disorder. Addictions are often 
associated with the disease. 

Non-violent offenders are encouraged 
to take courses that make the assump-
tion upon completion the person is 
fully functioning and ready to return to 
society after prison life. Charles has sailed 
through these courses yet continues to 
re-offend. His first DUI was in 1979 - since 
then there have been eight prison terms 
with 17 arrests. One of his counselors 
recently told me it’s not likely he will ever 
live on his own. Why then, with a record 
like this would he ever be released to live 
independently? 

I hear politicians talk about releasing 
non-violent offenders, that we have too 
many in our prisons and these courses 
should solve some of the problems with 
reintegrating offenders into society. I agree 
the prison population is staggering, though 
we are not addressing the real needs of 
this demographic. 

Rather than a blanket sweep, releasing 
people to the streets without any support, 
there needs to be a better mental health 
assessment. Facilities to treat individ-
uals no longer exist, instead we end up 
warehousing them in prisons when they 
re-offend. 

I often wonder if a number of the 
buildings (prisons) could be adapted 
to become mental health facilities for 
treatment rather than incarceration. To 
decrease the numbers in prison is a great 
political sound bite, another broad stroke 
simplifying a much larger problem in our 
society. 

It’s a natural progression, to be a 
caretaker for your parents. I was blessed 
in my relationship with my parents even 
though we struggled with differences on 
how to care for my brother. Navigating 
their health care and end-of-life needs was 
in itself a debilitating experience. Making 
decisions for an estranged sibling has been 
equally difficult, maybe even more so. 

The traverse of social security disabil-
ity and food stamp benefits, collection 
agencies, medical bills and maintaining a 
property while Charles has been in jail has 
taken it’s toll on my psyche. I’m gaining on 
my “education,” compartmentalizing the 
subjects one by one. 

Charles asked if he could live with 
my husband John and I upon his release. 
Given our history, it is a completely unreal-
istic consideration. His network (doctors, 
social workers, a welcoming facility) is in 
Fort Wayne. I have no guilt about not invit-
ing him to live with us. I will not allow him 
to inflict the emotional pain on my family 
that I endured as a kid. I promised my dad 
before he passed I would help my brother 
as much as he would allow me to. I believe 
I am fulfilling that promise.

On the cusp of being released from 
jail in December for his latest alcohol-re-
lated offense, at 57 years old, Charles has 
voluntarily agreed to live at a veterans’ 
group home. Because of his service, he’s 
eligible to stay in the facility up to two 
years providing he doesn’t violate the rules 
by using drugs or alcohol.  

As much as I hope this time Charles 
will make it on his own, my rational mind 
knows it’s only a matter of time before he’s 
back in jail or something worse happens.
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I 
have multiple fond memories from 
childhood. I remember climbing 
down into the ravine collecting 
crabs that scurried through the wa-

ter. I remember my feet sinking into what 
I thought was quick sand, but proved to be 
nothing more than loose dirt in shallow 
water. 

My next happy memory is of me racing 
through my neighborhood in my red and 
black power wheeled jeep. It only went 
3 miles an hour but it was my first real 
taste of freedom. In between those happy 
moments filled with laughter there was a 
really sad kid who lost her place in this 
world and has yet to make it back, but 
that’s what happens when your innocence 
is stolen.

Reflecting on my childhood it should 
have been obvious that I showed signs 
most often linked to depression. I 
wouldn’t have known what that word 
meant then, but I knew how I felt. I was 
sad. Unable to explain my feelings, I began 
to lie. I masked my emotions by wearing a 
smile my entire life. I pretended to be hap-
py, lying to those around me, simply for 
the sake of not having to explain myself. I 
guess I got that from my mother. 

I watched her lie for one husband after 
another. “I thought he was just smoking 
weed” or “He’s not usually like this, it’s 
only when he drinks Jim Beam,” she 
would say, defending them. She would 
later lie about the black eye her second 
husband gave her after a late night of 
drinking, hiding it behind big sunglasses, 
accepting this life as her normal. She 
lied to herself in order to defend terrible 
people. In the end her own children paid 
the consequences. 

I was only 18 months old when my 
grandparents took “custody” of me. 
Nothing was legal or in writing as they 
say, but they became my sole providers 
after seeing dark bruises on my arms, 
legs, and back side. My mother told them I 
had fallen.  

My stay with them was short, because 

my mom picked me up six months later 
with the notion it was in our best interest 
to follow her soon-to-be first husband 
Trey* to Michigan, where he and his fami-
ly still reside. She packed our belongings, 
my 4-day-old half brother, and myself into 
her tiny car in the winter of 1991 and we 
began our trip to Michigan. I was not yet 3.

Over the course of the next year the 
four of us would move from Michigan 
back to Savannah, Georgia and then to 
Colorado Springs. I was nearing 4 years 
old and had yet to live in a single house 
for longer than six months. Even though 
I was young I can still vividly picture the 
snow capped mountains just out of reach, 
my crayons scattered through the yard 
melting in the hot sun, and the smell of 
summer barbecue. I wonder if I thought 
this place would be different. I was hoping 
for a fresh start, but nothing had changed, 
at least not with Trey. 

I vaguely remember one day going to 
the pool with Trey. My brother was still 
an infant and unable to swim so he sat in 
his car seat near the edge of the pool with 
my great grandma who was visiting for 
the summer. I carefully buckled my life 
preserver with confidence and played in 
the shallow end, my feet inches away from 
the bottom of the pool. 

Trey encouraged me to swim to-
wards the middle of the pool, just as my 
great-grandma was leaving the fenced in 
area. At the time I paid her no mind and 
began to doggy paddle towards the deep 
end where Trey was swimming. I’d swam 
on that side before, but never this far from 
the edge and quickly realized it wasn’t 
for me. I remember attempting to make it 
back to the side of the pool because I was 
uncomfortable swimming in the middle 
and next thing I know I am underwater 
fighting to push toward the surface. I 
remember being scared, thinking I was 
going to drown. I kicked and flailed my 
arms as the oxygen escaped my tiny body. 
I could see the bubbles floating from my 
mouth towards the sun, and then suddenly 

for what seemed like no reason at all he 
let go. 

I popped up for air, my nose and 
throat burning as I coughed up chlorine 
water and my eyes welled with tears. As I 
scrambled to the edge of the pool I could 
see my great-grandma re-entering the pool 
area, rushing to help me out and asking 
what was wrong. Trey told her we were 
just playing, but I think deep down she 
thought differently.  

He continued hurting me that summer. 
Once he forced me to eat a heaping pile of 
macaroni and cheese, I remember choking 
back the noodles as he watched me, 
reminding me every so often if I threw up 
I would still have to clean the plate. Other 
times he’d lock me in my room for what 
felt like hours on end so he could watch 
WWE Wrestling in peace. I could hear my 
younger brother playing or sometimes cry-
ing from the other room as I cried silently 
from my own.

My mom worked mostly nights so 
almost all of the abuse went undetected 
by her, but I eventually broke and told my 
grandparents that Trey had been hurting 
me. Before I knew it they were picking me 
up to bring me home, back to Savannah. 

At this point things began to turn 
around, this is where most of my good 
memories stem from. We lived in a beau-
tiful brick house right on the marsh. A 
row of gigantic sunflowers separated my 
new yard from my best friend’s backyard. 
I started kindergarten, made friends 
throughout the neighborhood, and even 
joined gymnastics. Life was good and I 
was happy. 

Eventually my mom divorced Trey, but 
instead of moving to Savannah she moved 
back to Michigan along with my brother 
(3) and kid sister (2). Over a phone call my 
mom explained that she had met a man
named Neil.* She described him as very
nice and she really wanted me to visit so I
could meet him. My grandparents thought 
this would do me some good because I
hadn’t seen my mom in over a year, but
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made it very apparent I was not to be left 
alone with him at any time. 

It was supposed to be a three-week 
vacation during the summer with my 
great-grandmother, visiting my mom and 
siblings in Michigan. Somehow that vaca-
tion has turned into 18 years and count-
ing. During the trip I was surrounded by 
my mom’s new friends, Neil’s large family, 
and my two younger siblings, which was 
great. It seemed as if I were the center of 
attention. Everyone wanted to know who 
my mom’s “new” daughter was. 

Nearing the end of the vacation, my 
mom asked if I wanted to stay and of 
course I thought I would love to. I really 
wanted to be a part of my brother and sis-
ter’s lives. I knew if I went back to Georgia 
the most I would see them would be once 
a year in the summer and our relationship 
would be non-existent. Also, I really loved 
and missed my mom so the choice seemed 
clear. My mom and I called my grand-
mother the next day to let her know I 
wanted to stay in Michigan, ultimately she 
said the choice was completely up to me. I 
didn’t know it at the time, but when I told 
her I would be staying with my mom that 
was the first, but not the last, time I would 
break someone’s heart. 

When my mom and I went to the air-
port to drop my great-grandmother off to 
go back to Savannah, I watched our plane 
take off and I immediately knew I had 
made the wrong decision. 

The beginning wasn’t terrible. It took 
some getting used to living with other 
children. I was no longer new and had 
to pull my weight around the house. Neil 
worked in construction so his schedule 
was fairly flexible and my mom was a 
medical assistant, so she worked during 
the day.  

The abuse with Neil started slow and 
then quickly gained speed. As I got older 
I knew the abuse wasn’t just happening 
to me, but to my sister as well. It started 
after about a year, but it went on for many 
more after that. I finally decided to tell my 

mom in the winter of 2001. I was 12. 
My mom and Neil were upstairs loung-

ing in bed as my siblings played Nintendo 
in the basement. By this time my mom 
had married Neil and he had fathered 
two of her five children. I paced back and 
forth, back and forth, attempting to work 
up the courage to tell her what he was 
doing. I remember telling myself to not be 
scared of him, the worst that can happen 
is he kills me, but then he’d be caught for 
sure. I heard the stairs creaking in our 
old house, there were 17 stairs plus the 
landing. I could hear light footsteps, it was 
definitely my mom. My heart was racing, 
pounding hard against my chest. She was 
almost to the very last step and my throat 
swelled shut. She saw me pacing the living 
room floor. I knew if I didn’t say anything 
it would take me months to rework the 
courage to tell her. That moment would 
be one of the longest seconds in my life. I 
stood there looking at her looking at me. I 
opened my mouth and the words just fell 
out. 

“Neil is doing the same thing to me as 
Trey did.” 

Of course this wasn’t exactly true, Neil 
wasn’t hitting me, but I knew the word 
“molested” was so disgusting, I couldn’t 
even bring myself to say it out loud. 

I can still see her face engrained in my 
mind as I revealed that Neil was touching 
me and my sister. She looked stunned, 
but it didn’t seem to register as she stared 
blankly into my eyes. I was crying. She 
asked me to repeat myself, so I did, this 
time in a whispering voice, “Neil is doing 
the same thing as Trey did to me.” The 
tears came quickly after that. I couldn’t 
believe I finally had the courage to tell her. 
A feeling of relief rushed over my body, 
but then I could hear him moving upstairs, 
the floorboards creaking beneath him 
with each step. It completely slipped my 
mind he was still in the house. The cour-
age I felt moments before had dissipated 
and turned to fear.

My mom quietly asked me to go play 

with the younger kids in the basement, so 
I did. The thoughts running through my 
head were all over the place. Would I be 
in trouble? Would he hurt my mom if she 
were to confront him? Was he going to kill 
me? I sat in the basement for what seemed 
like hours. My siblings, continuing their 
gaming streak, asked what was wrong, 
but I said nothing. Only a few minutes 
had actually gone by when Neil called me 
upstairs. My heart was pounding so hard 
against my chest, I could see my shirt 
moving with each heartbeat. Next thing I 
knew I was getting dressed to go outside. 
Snow boots, gloves, a white and grey 
scarf I had just gotten for Christmas. Neil 
somehow persuaded my mom he should 
talk to me alone.     

Fully dressed for winter, the two of 
us stepped out into the cold so we could 
talk in private. He asked if I wanted to 
build a snowman. Confused, I told him 
no, but it was clear I didn’t have much of a 
choice. Under my scarf that was wrapped 
around my face I was crying. I didn’t want 
anyone to be upset with me, but I also 
did not want to continue lying. He told 
me that if I were to tell my mom anything 
else that I would ruin my family’s lives. He 
convinced me that my siblings and I would 
all be broken apart and that I could get in 
really big trouble. By now my tears had 
become two frozen streams on either side 
of my face, burning each time the wind 
blew. Neil made me promise to keep our 
secret. Although he didn’t threaten me, I 
was scared and felt trapped so I agreed 
to keep the promise in hopes the abuse 
would end. 

It would continue for another three 
and a half years.

It wasn’t until my sophomore year in 
high school that my mom would have to 
face reality. I was in my Spanish class 
when the office called. My teacher said 
something may have happened to my 
grandmother and I needed to report to the 
office immediately where my mom would 
pick me up. I saw her standing alone in the 
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office, it was clear she had been crying. 
I remember repeatedly asking her if 
great-grandma had died, she said nothing 
and pointed to the door and we exited 
the school. As we neared the parking lot 
I could see the green Chrysler minivan 
parked, but still running.

Once we reached the van, I saw Neil in 
the front seat and all four of my siblings 
packed tightly in the back seats. My mom 
stopped me by grabbing my arms, I turned 
to face her as we stood directly behind the 
van. I could see Neil staring through the 
rear view mirror directly into my eyes. I 
knew right then and there she was finally 
going to ask me and this time believe me. 
She asked if Neil had ever touched me, I 
didn’t hesitate for a second. I said “yes” 
before she could even finish her sentence. 
I looked back into the mirror. Neil’s head 
had dropped. He knew I finally broke the 
promise we made three years before. 

My mom opened the side door, and I 
quietly climbed in. The seven of us drove 
home in silence, only to be broken by my 
little sister crying. Neil parked the car in 
front of our two story mint green house, 
apologizing over and over again. I said 
nothing. We got out of the van and my 
mom handed me my youngest brother, 
Jake. She told us to go inside and that they 
were going to the police station. I never 
saw Neil again. 

With Neil in prison and my mom 
working full time to support five kids, I 
became the homemaker so to speak. At 15 
I gained the responsibility of babysitting, 
making dinner, doing laundry, helping 
the kids with homework and keeping the 
house clean on top of all the strains from 
being a new student in high school. I was 
no longer able to participate in sports 
or after school activities and my grades 
slipped tremendously. I began working 
as a hostess at a local restaurant in order 
to help out and found myself drinking as 
often I could. I even went to the extreme 
of pouring vodka in orange juice bottles 
at school and often drank throughout the 

school day. 
Once I turned 18 I moved into a small 

apartment in Byron Center with my best 
friend at the time. Here I was able to find 
myself without having the constraints 
that came with living at home. I ended up 
taking a job at a hole in the wall bar where 
I found multiple other girls like myself, 
broken yet strong. 

By the time I was 20, I had already 
experimented with alcohol and an 
assortment of pills. At the time, I didn’t 
understand the toll the drugs would take 
on my body, and if I did I didn’t care. They 
seemed to help me forget the pain I was 
hiding. Unfortunately, I was slipping far-
ther and farther into a depression. 

In 2008, my boyfriend and I decided it 
was time we move out of state. I was hop-
ing for yet another “fresh start.” The plan 
was to travel west and end in California, 
but our Jeep broke down just south of 
Oklahoma City. We weighed our options 
and finally decided that staying in Okla-
homa could work for us. We lived there 
for a year while we saved money to fund 
our trip West. During this time in my life, I 
used various prescription pills to pass the 
time and cope with the ever growing de-
pression I was experiencing. For the first 
six months, everything was great. I had 
tons of new friends, I loved my job, and my 
boyfriend, Grayson*, and I were doing 
great. We even got engaged that Christ-
mas, but as my depression worsened I 
began to think I didn’t deserve to be with 
him and broke off our engagement. 

Grayson moved to Arizona shortly 
after I moved home to Michigan in the 
summer of 2012 with the hope of being 
able to finish my associate’s degree and 
solely focus on myself. Initially, moving 
back to Grand Rapids only heightened my 
addictions as I no longer had anyone to 
hold me accountable. I would stay up for 
two to three days at a time to party and 
then sleep for two days straight. I quickly 
lost all confidence in myself and 
began spending 

much of my free time with all the people 
your parents warned you about as a child.   

I have always been a family oriented 
person so it really hit home when I slept 
through my family’s entire christmas 
vacation. My siblings were all on winter 
break from school and it was my first time 
home for the holidays in over four years. 
Instead of spending time with my family, 
I slept in my brother’s old room for days 
on end. Everyone thought I had the flu, 
but my mom knew I was going through 
withdrawals from the drugs that I was no 
longer using. I would only leave the house 
once or twice a week and then retreat 
back to my new bedroom. My depression 
had taken a tight hold over my body and 
mind. Without any drugs or alcohol in my 
system I had no choice, but to face the 
underlying issues from my childhood. 

With the help of my mom and siblings 
I eventually pulled through and am able 
to tell this story today. Although the 
abuse from my childhood has affected 
my adult life in many ways I am finally 
able to share my story with others. I am 
one class away from graduating at Grand 
Rapids Community College, I have a job 
that I enjoy, my support group, although 
small, is extremely strong and I am finally 
remembering what it means to be happy. I 
know that everything I went through as a 
child has made me the person I am today 
and I refuse to continuously be angry. I am 
hoping to channel much of my energy into 
working with young girls who have gone 
through similar situations.  

Editor’s note - Names marked with a * 
have been changed in the 
telling of this story.
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HOW ALMOST DYING 
RESTORED MY 
WILL TO LIVE
by Mike Balmer

Feeling the road under my wheels, I 
dug into my pedals to get that burst 
of acceleration I needed to reach 

to my full coasting speed. Biking had 
become one of my few sources of true, 
unadulterated joy, and I counted myself 
lucky to make money riding my bike. I 
worked for a local sandwich shop, and 
among other responsibilities, ran sand-
wich deliveries on my bicycle a couple 
days a week.

In my line of work it paid to be fast. 
I rode hard, and pushed the limits, to 
ensure that I was one of the fastest. I 
was on my way back to the store after 
dropping off my deliveries, and naturally, 
I was hustling. The stoplight at Fulton 
and Ionia was green, and a quick scan 
told me that the bus in front of me should 
have an open left turn, which meant I 
could keep my speed up. Something that 
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a lot of drivers don’t think about when it 
comes to bicycles is the importance of 
maintaining momentum. I ride a fixed gear 
bicycle, which means that if the rear tire 
is moving, the pedals are moving. I don’t 
have brakes, I use my legs as brakes to 
stop the back wheel. In this form of biking 
more than any other, maintaining speed 
is key. The bus approached the green light 
and then began to slow. 

Why was he stopping? The road was 
clear, I was sure of it.

There was an exit drive for the Ionia 
parking ramp on the left just before the 
street where the bus was turning. I could 
turn out from behind the bus, cut the 
corner through the parking lot and carry 
my speed up the hill, all the way back to 
work. Without a second thought, I made 
my move. The next moment would soon 
become the longest of my life.

It didn’t take long for me to realize 
why the bus driver had been slowing 
down. I emerged from behind the bus, to 
see multiple cars bearing down on me, the 
most obvious of those being the navy-blue 
Chevy Impala that was about to smash 
into me at full speed. I hadn’t even given 
the driver a chance to brake. I was a literal 
deer in headlights.   

It’s incredible how quick the human 
brain works. It’s said that when you are 
about to die, you see your whole life flash 
before your eyes. I didn’t see my whole 
life, but I know that for me, time stopped. 
In the same few seconds, when the driver 
of the car couldn’t possibly have time to 
move his foot from the gas pedal to the 
brake, I had time to process a number of 
complete thoughts.  

My first thought was “What was I 
thinking?” 

I had been convinced that there had 
been no cars coming, but replaying the 
scenario in my head, I am not entirely sure 
how I came to that conclusion. Did I really 
look, or had I just assumed in my haste 
that the way was clear?

The next thing that came to my mind 

was, “Wow, I hope this doesn’t destroy my 
bike.”

My order of thoughts here explains 
my life at the time. I was more concerned 
with the condition of my bicycle than my 
own body. My bicycle, a few metal tubes 
welded together with some wheels and a 
seat, entered my thoughts before I consid-
ered what the car was about to do to me.

Sitting frozen-in-time in front of this 
Impala, it wasn’t until my third complete 
thought that I reached the most important 
realization of all. That was when my brain 
told me, ‘This might be the last thing that 
you ever think.’ It wasn’t until faced with 
that thought that I realized I might not be 
as alright with this as I had thought.

Throughout the previous couple of 
years, I had been gradually losing my 
desire to continue on with this journey 
called ‘life.’ I was 27, and for years I lived 
my life with one plan: To have as much 
fun as possible. I played in multiple bands, 
rode a motorcycle and generally prided 
myself on being the guy who was up for 
anything. If people were doing something 
fun, I wanted to be involved. The world to 
me was all about the party.

The thing about living to party, was 
that it became something that defined 
me. When the party would end, I wouldn’t 
know what to do. I tried to keep my sched-
ule packed; seeing live music, playing 
shows, taking trips, anything really to 
help me escape normality. Everyday life 
had become an arduous process that I 
was becoming less and less interested in. 
I knew that I had to go to work in order to 
continue living the lifestyle that I adopted, 
but that’s about as far as my goals went.

In 2011, I moved to Grand Rapids, from 
the small town of Hartland, Michigan, and 
was instantly swept up in city life. I loved 
living in a place where you could find 
something to do every night of the week. 
I began going to the bar nightly, drinking 
and smoking weed. These were all my 
old habits, only compounded by my fast 
paced new environment. Months went by 

like this, and I was having a great time. I 
was making more and more friends in GR, 
and I was finding out a lot of things about 
myself and my life.

As time passed, I began to find that 
while I had fun drinking and smoking 
with my friends, it wasn’t enough for me. 
I had never been interested in trying hard 
drugs, and nothing had changed for me 
in that department, however there are a 
lot of things that don’t typically fall into 
that category. I began to experiment with 
psychedelics. I was very interested in dif-
ferent ways that the mind works, and for 
me this became a scientific venture. Using 
drugs and our imaginations, my room-
mate and I would turn our apartment into 
a completely different world.  We would 
record our results and experiences, and 
have very in-depth conversations about 
what we were learning.

 As we experienced more, it became 
harder and harder for me to resist the 
temptation to delve deeper. It became our 
routine to do this once a week. Mondays 
were my day off, and I didn’t work early 
on Tuesdays, so this became our “special” 
day every week. Mondays for me took on 
a whole new meaning, not only had they 
become my favorite day of the week, but 
it started to become all that I was living 
for. For the rest of the week, I would walk 
around an empty shell, just waiting for 
Monday, so that I could get back to ‘really 
living.’

During these trips, which usually 
lasted 10 hours or more, it seemed to me 
like I was living a complete life in one 
night. My concept of time was skewed, 
and in each metaphorical journey I would 
struggle to get a little bit deeper and make 
it last a little bit longer. When the end of 
the night (usually around 8 a.m.) came, 
long after my roommate had gone to sleep, 
I would face myself in the mirror, and tell 
myself that it was over. I had to go back to 
real life the next day. Over time, it became 
harder and harder to convince myself to 
carry on, pretending that the rest of my 
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life mattered.
Even now, looking back, it’s hard not 

to glamourize what I was doing. My expe-
riences were teaching me a lot, about not 
only myself, but about the world around 
me and the vast differences between peo-
ple in general. The world and my experi-
ences, however, were beginning to weigh 
heavily on me. Something that became 
very clear to me was that my roommate 
and I were having very different experi-
ences outside of our “extracurricular” 
activities. For me, my psychedelic experi-
ences were my “happy time,” whereas he 
was taking his newfound perspectives, 
and applying them to his everyday life. 
Together, we had figured out the secrets 
of life. We had reached enlightenment. He 
was happier than ever, while I was sinking 
deeper into despair.

I found the answers to the questions I 
had. Unfortunately for me, I found these 
answers in the wrong place, and I couldn’t 
access that happiness in my daily life.

Rock bottom, for me, came on a 
night when I had decided to deviate from 
our normal routine. My roommate was 
having less desire to continue on with our 
exploits. He found what he was looking 
for and was satisfied. I, on the other 
hand, was compelled to keep looking 
for something more. It was not Monday, 
and I decided that I was going to trip by 
myself. I had heard mixed results from 
friends about taking psychedelics alone, 

and wanted to make my own judgements. 
I’d heard stories and jokes about people 
having a bad trip, but nothing could have 
prepared me for what was to come.

That night, something broke inside of 
my brain. I had set out to find my “happy 
place,” like I had done so many times 
before, but without my normal elements, I 
found myself unable to locate it. Not only 
could I not find the happiness I had come 
to expect, but my thoughts began to turn 
inward, focusing on all of the negative 
feelings that had been casting a shadow 
over my daily life. The worst part was that 
I couldn’t just get off the rollercoaster 
because I wasn’t having fun. That’s some-
thing that people don’t talk about when 
they talk about drugs. When you take a 
mind-altering substance, you can’t change 
your mind two minutes later. This was 
going to last for at least six hours. That 
night, which I spent mostly sitting in my 
bed, crying and scribbling sentences on 
a tracing pad, I knew I couldn’t continue 
living that way.

I wish I could say the day I decided I 
was going to stop doing drugs was when 
things turned around for me, but that is 
far from the truth. The reality was that I 
had been changed by my experiences.  I 
worked very hard to present a happy face 
to my family, friends, and co-workers, but 
the truth was that I was tired. Not tired 
as in “I didn’t get enough sleep last night,” 
but tired down to my very core. I was tired 
of working to support my vices, tired of 
partying, tired of pretending that I cared 
about what happened tomorrow or the day 
after that.

The only things that really brought me 
joy were music and biking. I have always 
loved music, especially live music. I be-
came obsessed with listening to record-
ings, and watching videos of live bands 
from earlier generations, back when music 
really meant something. I would listen to 
live concerts from guys like Jimi Hendrix 
and The Rolling Stones, and I would find 
these were people who I could relate with. 

People that had sought out the answers to 
the questions that I was asking, and had 
gotten the same answers I had.

In the history of music there is an 
anomaly, commonly known as the 27 Club. 
The members of this club are all success-
ful musicians who, by one means or anoth-
er, died at the young age of 27. Some of the 
most influential artists in history are on 
this list. Jimi Hendrix, Jim Morrison, Janis 
Joplin, Brian Jones, even Kurt Cobain 
years later. Dozens of musicians are in 
this club, and they were seen as some of 
the biggest tragedies in music history. I 
read stories of these legends, and the lives 
that they lead, and thought that they were 
the lucky ones.

It is a very common saying that life is 
short. People tell you that all of your life. 
There are thousands of quotes out there 
that begin with the phrase “Life is short”, 
and end with some attempt to get you to 
go out and do something risky. When I 
would hear someone say, “life is short,” 
all I could think was, “not short enough.” 
At 27 years old, I felt like life was far too 
long. The members of the 27 Club were 
the lucky ones, they didn’t have to keep 
pretending. They found freedom from the 
weights of the world, and I was jealous. I 
never contemplated taking my own life, 
but inside I was begging for something to 
happen to rescue me from the monotony. 
The way that I saw it, I had already lived a 
full life. I was content, and I was ready to 
be done. The best way that I can describe 
the way I felt, brings me back to my early 
childhood.

As a kid, I had a Nintendo Enter-
tainment System. Like many from my 
generation, I grew up loving video games. 
I would sit for hours, playing a single game 
all the way through. No matter how long it 
took, I had to beat whatever game I would 
play. A problem with early video games, 
however, is that they lacked a way to save 
your accomplishments. I would focus all 
of this time and energy into beating a vid-
eo game, and then it was over. Sometimes, 

“Over time, it became 
harder and harder to 

convince myself to 
carry on, pretending 
that the rest of my life 

mattered.”
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if you didn’t turn the game off, you could 
continue playing after you beat the game, 
but it was never as much fun as the first 
time you played it through. I was always 
torn. I didn’t want to turn the game off 
because of all of the effort and time I had 
invested, but I didn’t really want to contin-
ue playing either.

Every once in awhile, with that old 
Nintendo, something would happen and 
mess up the game. The dog would walk by 
and trip on the power cord, or my sister 
would bump the system and the game 
would freeze. When I was stuck playing 
a game that I finished, but couldn’t bring 
myself to turn off, I would secretly wish 
that something would come along and 
bump the game, making it freeze, saving 
me from having to make the decision to 
turn it off myself.

That was what life had become for me. 
I had played the game, poured in my heart 
and my soul, and I had won. I was now 
playing the game, even though I was tired 
of it, to avoid turning it off. It was like I 
knew that I had come too far and done too 
much to just quit, yet inside I was begging 
for something to come and pull the plug 
on me, so I could finally rest.

In the fraction of a second before I 
became very familiar with the windshield 
of the navy-blue Impala, when my secret 
wish was seconds away from being grant-

ed, a shadow of a doubt formed. Suddenly, 
I was unsure if I was ready for the game 
to be over.

Somehow, in the last possible moment, 
I had the insane thought to give a little 
hop and throw myself onto the hood of 

the car. I knew that if I ended up under 
the car, I was as good as dead, but if I was 
above the car there was probably a 50/50 
chance that it wouldn’t be the last day of 
my life.

Two things that I will never forget are 
the blinding force of the impact, and the 
complete lack of control I felt as I flew 
through the air. My ears exploded with 
sound as my shoulder smashed the wind-
shield of the car, bouncing up and over. 
The next thing I knew I was somersaulting 
out of control, with my arms and legs 
helplessly trailing behind.  

After tumbling through the air, anoth-
er car passing beneath me, I came crash-
ing down to the pavement in the middle of 
Fulton Street. Some part of my brain told 
me that I needed to get out of the street, 
traffic was still moving and I didn’t want 
to get hit by another car. I pushed myself 
to my feet and stumbled to the sidewalk, 
gingerly trying to identify where I was 
injured.

I know I was in shock, because I 
didn’t feel any pain when I landed on the 
pavement. I couldn’t move my right arm 
at all, but I was dimly aware of a stream 
of blood trickling out of my coat sleeve. I 
took a look around for my bike, not that I 
had much hope that it survived, and saw 
it about 50 yards down the street. Even at 
that distance, I could tell the bike would 
never be ridden again.

The subsequent events passed by me 
in a blur. Drivers stopped to help, some-
one called an ambulance. People worried 
that I might have a broken back, and 
warned me to stay as still as possible. I 
was convinced that a dislocated shoulder 
was the worst of my injuries, and that I 
would be back on a bicycle and returning 
to work in no time.

Sitting on the curb, waiting for the 
ambulance to arrive, the shock began to 
wear off and the pain began to sink in. 
The ambulance arrived and I was loaded 
into the back. The ambulance lurched 
into motion, carrying me the two or three 

blocks to the nearest hospital. It was 
in the ambulance, my shoulder on fire 
with every excruciating bump, that I was 
forced to face the fact that I had serious 
injuries and wouldn’t simply be returning 
to work.

After hours of x-rays, MRIs, and a lot 
of waiting, the doctors told me that my 
shoulder blade was broken in half, my 
collarbone was broken, and I had bruised 
ribs. After the medical staff determined 
that reconstructive procedures were too 
risky, I was discharged from the hospital 
a few hours later. The only thing to do was 
put my arm in a sling and spend the next 
couple of months at home, hoping that 
everything would heal on its own.

While my body slowly healed, I had 
a lot of time to think. My recovery was 
going to be a long process, and I wasn’t 
sure if I would ever be able to use my 
shoulder again. I knew that I was in for a 
lot of pain and frustration, but I was alive, 
and for the first time in months, I felt good 
about that.

The first two weeks were the biggest 
challenge, and it was a struggle for me not 
to sink into despair, but the outpouring 
of support I received from my friends and 
family acted as a life preserver for me. I 
had visitors constantly, telling me that I 
was lucky to be alive, and that they were 
glad I was okay.

Over the many months of my recovery, 
it really began to sink in just how lucky I 
was. I had been forced to face the fact that 
I still had time left, and nothing was going 
to come and save me from my life. The 
only difference was that instead of being 
disappointed, I was excited. I stopped 
thinking about how tired I was, and start-
ed thinking about the things I could do to 
make life better, ensuring that I didn’t fall 
back into my old habits and attitudes.

I had spent too much of my life wish-
ing that it would end, and my wish had 
almost come true. I was happy to be alive, 
and most importantly, I was ready to have 
a future.

“Suddenly, I was 
unsure if I was ready for 

the game to be over.”
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by Kayla Tucker

FINDING 
HER PLACE
Celebrating two cultures
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Kara Blubaugh always knew she was 
adopted. Even from toddler age, she 
doesn’t recall a time when her adopted 
parents formally sat her down and ex-
plained it all. 

“They incorporated it so early into 
my life and into my brothers’ (lives), 
into my family,” Blubaugh said. “It was 
in a positive, open way so if we did have 
questions, and eventually we did, we felt 
free to ask.”

Blubaugh, 24, started at Grand Rapids 
Community College in May to take some 
basic credits. Before that, though, she 
was at Grand Valley State University. 
She struggled to stay afloat academically 
when other parts of her life made balanc-
ing her classes more of a challenge.

She faced academic probation twice 
at GVSU, and since she has been working 
on getting her academic career back on 
track. 

Here at GRCC, many students are 
dealing with similar challenges.

“Over the course of the past four 
years, (GRCC) has seen around 2,500 
students on probation each year,” said 
Lynnae Selberg, Director of the Counsel-
ing Center at GRCC. 

Selberg said each student’s reason for 
falling behind depends on what’s going 
on in their life.

“Be realistic,” Selberg said to students 
struggling academically. “Often students 
see education as this time sensitive race 
that they have to finish in two years. 
Students need to look at their individual 
situation and determine what it will take 
for them to find success and if they aren’t 
sure, come talk with us and we will help 
them explore their options.”

Blubaugh was adopted from South 
Korea at 4 months old. For the past few 
years, she has been seeing a therapist 
who started to talk to her about adoption.

“Growing up, obviously as parents 
they’re going to illuminate the positives 
(of adoption), it’s love … which is import-
ant,” Blubaugh said. “I think in a way, 
my parents just didn’t want to hurt (my 

brothers and I).”
Blubaugh’s two younger brothers, 

Peter, 22, and Nate, 17, were also adopted 
from South Korea. 

In Korea there’s a negative stigma to-
wards women who are pregnant and un-
wed, Blubaugh said of her birth mother. 

“Obviously I know that she did it 
out of love, which is good, and I’m glad,” 
Blubaugh said. 

Blubaugh said that some of her 
conflicting feelings in 
life might stem from 
not being able to form a 
stable connection with a 
mother right at birth. 

“When you’re born, 
you’re supposed to form 
that attachment to your 
mother,” Blubaugh said. 

Blubaugh was taken 
in by a foster mother 
soon after she was born 
in the hospital. Four 
months later, after her 
parents’ adoption paper-
work was finalized, she 
came to the U.S. through 
the care of New York 
based adoption agency, 
New Beginnings. 

“The fact that I had to switch 
between three different women and I 
was only four months old, it’s a lot for a 
person to go through,” Blubaugh said. 

When she was younger, she said she 
used to block out the fact that her birth 
mother probably was fighting a very neg-
ative stigma of being pregnant with no 
husband. She would have thoughts that 
her mother couldn’t afford to keep her, or 
maybe didn’t want her. 

“It hurts,” Blugaugh said. “There’s so 
much more that even I don’t understand, 
which is why I go to therapy. There are 
some intimacy and certain issues that I 
have that are a little bit more sensitive 
and are triggered because I was, essen-
tially, rejected at such a young, vulnera-
ble age.”

Throughout her childhood, Blu-
baugh’s parents did their best to incor-
porate her and her brothers’ heritage and 
the positive aspects about adoption into 
their life. 

“(They recognized) my differences 
but not in a way that was making me feel 
like an outcast or making me feel discon-
nected from them,” Blubaugh said. 

Her parents sent them to camp where 
they learned about their heritage and oth-

er heritages around 
the world. The 
Blubaugh family also 
became close friends 
with other families 
who had adopted 
children. 

“Sometimes I 
would feel differ-
ent but most of the 
time I liked that I 
was,” Blubaugh said 
about her childhood. 
“(Even now) some 
people say that I’m 
white and that I’m 
not Korean … just 
the way that my 
lifestyle is versus my 

friends in high school whose parents are 
Korean.”

Blubaugh finds humor when people 
say things like that, because she feels 
happy with how she was raised by her 
adopted parents. 

“My parents, they were always open,” 
Blubaugh said. “We don’t celebrate any 
Korean holidays but we eat Korean food a 
lot. They both know how to cook it.

“It’s a great thing (that I was adopted) 
and I think my parents have done a pretty 
good job of it. I wouldn’t probably be as 
invested and as open with talking about 
it and being able to share my story … if it 
weren’t for my parents and my family.”

Blubaugh said she knows from her 
file that her mom was 25 years old and 
unmarried when she was born. In 2006, 
when she was 15 years old, she and her 
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family visited Korea with other families 
who also had children adopted from 
Korea. They visited the safehouse for 
women and the adoption agency. There, 
Blubaugh met her foster mother, who 
took care of her for the four months 
before she was adopted by her parents. 
She said the moment was nice, but over-
whelming. 

“They all just want to make sure 
that you’re healthy and that you’re okay 
physically and mentally and emotionally,” 
Blubaugh said about meeting her foster 
mother. 

Again at 19 years old, Blubaugh made 
a second trip back to Korea, this time on 
a student ambassador trip. When she got 
back home, she immediately wanted to 
go back again, and maybe someday meet 
her birth mother.

“I’ve definitely thought about it as 
I’ve grown older,” Blubaugh said. “I did 
(want to) when I was younger and then 
there was a period, probably when I was 
at Grand Valley that I didn’t want to meet 
her anymore.

“I thought it would just add to more 
of the emotional stress that I was already 
having.”

Blubaugh said she’s been set on 
wanting to meet her birth mother for the 
past four years, but the process can take 
a while. 

“I’ve come a little bit further than 
when I was 19 and at Grand Valley and 
things were not going so well,” Blubaugh 
said. “I didn’t want it to affect me any-
more than it did when I hadn’t met her. 
I would definitely love to go back and I 
have wanted to go back (to Korea) for a 
while.”

The pain doesn’t completely go away.
“I feel like a lot of the pain that I feel 

sometimes is because of the choices that 
were made, in an essence, without my 
consent,” Blubaugh said. 

When Blubaugh visited Korea in 2010, 
she said she and the others from Korea 
felt an instant connection.

“We felt like it was home,” Blubaugh 
said. “We felt a deeper connection there, 
wanting to have a sense of belonging 
that in a way, I guess, we never felt being 
here.”

Blubaugh said it’s conflicting to have 
been born in Korea, but have grown up in 
Grandville. 

“I’m an American, but I’m Korean,” 

Blubaugh said. “I can’t really fully be 
rooted in one or the other. They’re (the) 
two halves of who I am.”

Blubaugh plans to go back to GVSU 
next semester and continue to work 
toward a bachelor’s degree in Women and 
Gender Studies. She said she feels the 
struggles her birth mom experienced play 
a small role into her desired major. 

“My birth mother didn’t have a lot of 
options,” Blubaugh said. “She didn’t have 
anywhere to go, as well as a lot of moth-
ers in that same situation.” 

With her degree, Blubaugh said she 
wants to help oppressed people all over 
the world. 

“I’m trying to help people that don’t 
necessarily have a voice or they don’t 
know how to use their voice,” Blubaugh 
said. “I want to be able to stand up for 
people.”

At the end of the day, Blubaugh 
knows she’s not alone in her personal 
conflicts. 

“Everyone has a story,” Blubaugh 
said. “Everyone has a journey that they 
have to go through.”

Courtesy photo



Baseball. The most mental game of 
them all. Players are constantly 
thinking of what to do next, where 

to hit the ball, or where to throw it. It 
starts in spring and goes until you are 
known as the boys of summer. From little 
league to high school one thing never 
changed for me, my love for the game. Ev-
ery time I stepped on the field all my wor-
ries would vanish and it was like nothing 
around me mattered. When I was playing 
baseball nothing could go wrong, until July 
14, 2013.

Extra Innings9
by Andy McDonald
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Two summers ago I was playing in 
a tournament sponsored by Michigan 
State University that was held on their 
field and a local high school, Dewitt’s, 
field. I played for my high school be-
cause my coach thought it would help 
me to play against some of the best 
talent in Michigan, so I took a break 
from my normal summer ball little 
league and played in the weekend 
tournament. 

The first day of the tournament 
was great. It was an excellent expe-
rience to play at MSU against some 
really good teams. Even though we 
got beat pretty bad the first day, I still 
had a great time and felt like I was 
playing kids that I was equal to. 

The next day I chose to go back 
and play in the loser’s bracket on 
Dewitt’s field and since we didn’t have 
a full team to play in both games, my 
coach needed me. I always wanted to 
be a better hitter, and I was getting 
much better that summer. I was 
improving my vision on the ball, all 
the way to the plate and getting good 
contact. In the last inning of the final 
game, I hit a line drive single right 
back up the middle and reached first 
base. At that moment baseball felt 
like it always did, but I felt even more 
excited inside because my coach was 
impressed. However, this excitement 
was fleeting. Minutes later, I would 
never regret getting a hit more.

I took my normal lead off first 
base, and on the first pitch, my 
teammate hit a groundball to the 
shortstop. I took off for second. After 
fielding the ball, the shortstop headed 
there too, to try and turn a double 
play. Most shortstops stay on top of 
the bag and try to throw over you, but 
this guy went to the right of the bag 
and threw sidearm toward first. Right 
as he released the ball, I started my 
slide and the next thing I remembered 
was trying to catch my balance while 

holding my hand over my eye, then 
taking it off to a puddle of blood. 

As I struggled to stand up, the 
shortstop was yelling at me to lay 
down and put his hands under my 
head, in an effort to slow the bleed-
ing. Turns out he was training to be 
a paramedic, and knew what to do. I 
didn’t really know what was going on, 
but I knew my coach was running out 
on the field along with my dad and the 
umpire. Soon there was a crowd of 
people around me, and I kept asking if 
I still had an eye because everything 
was black from the blood and swell-
ing. I kept hearing the shortstop say, 
“I don’t ever want to touch a baseball 
again,” so I knew it was bad. 

Soon after an ambulance showed 
up and the paramedics got me on a 
stretcher to carry me off the field, I 
heard clapping. So I did what most 
athletes do and gave the thumbs up to 
signal that I was going to be alright. 
As cool as I thought it was when play-
ers did that on television, trust me 
that it’s not a scenario you ever want 
to be in.

They took me to Sparrow Health 
in East Lansing. I was brought to a 
room where I held a cloth over my eye 
to keep pressure on my face to stop 
the bleeding. They eventually put nine 
stitches above my right eye which 
caused the scar I still have today. 

When I could eventually open my 
eye, I couldn’t see anything. I kept 
asking the doctor to look at it but he 
said it was probably just the blood in 
front of my eye causing my vision to 
not be clear. Eventually the adren-
aline wore off and the pain set in. I 
was begging for pills and it took them 
forever to get them to me. They didn’t 
bring any food with it, so I swallowed 
them on an empty stomach. My dad 
kept pushing for someone to take a 
closer look at my eye and the doctor 
had an ophthalmologist take a look at 

my eye in a different building.
I didn’t get a wheelchair, so I 

walked out of the emergency center 
with whatever strength I had left. I 
got in my dad’s car and held a napkin 
to my eye that was still bleeding. 
Working around traffic, my dad even-
tually found the eye care center where 
the specialist was waiting for me with 
a wheelchair. 

The second I opened the car door, 
however, I threw up due to taking 
pain pills with no food in my system 
for hours. I remember feeling the 
pressure go to my face, causing it to 
bleed even more. After I recovered, 
we went up into a small room with 
a mechanical chair so the doctor 
could get a good look at my eye. The 
only problem was, he didn’t need any 
time at all. He took one look and said 
something that still scares me to this 
day. 

“This is much worse than I 
thought.”

He left the room and it was just my 
father and I sitting there. For the first 
time I could see my face in the mirror 
and it was so swollen. I wanted to cry, 
but my eyes wouldn’t let me. 

I looked over to my dad and said, 
“I don’t want to live if I look like this 
forever.” 

He grabbed me and said to me 
calmly, “Never think like that, I 
will do whatever it takes to get you 
through this.” 

In that moment, he gave me 
everything I needed to keep fighting, 
because I knew how much he cared 
about me. 

When the doctor came back in, his 
words didn’t get much better. 

He said, “If you want to save your 
eye you need to go to the University of 
Michigan health care, because their 
eye specialists are world-renowned 
for what they do.” 

We didn’t have much time, and 
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couldn’t get an ambulance because 
to them my injury “wasn’t severe 
enough,” so, yet again, it was my 
father and I on the road.

My dad drove there in what 
seemed like a world-record time of 
a little less than an hour, and I was 
half asleep the whole way. When we 
arrived they knew exactly who I was 
and got me a room immediately. The 
doctor ran a few tests on my eyes and 
looked in my injured eye with a bright 
light for a few minutes, then went to 
get the results. My mom showed up 
shortly after and we waited for news 
from the doctor on what they were 
going to do next. 

A tall man came in the room and 
asked how I was doing and started 
talking to all three of us about what 
happened. He told us what they were 
going to do, and that was surgery on 
my actual eye because the baseball 
had torn part of my iris, which was 
part of the reason I could barely see. 
I also broke my eye socket in two 
places and they were going to repair 
that as well. All of this sounded good 
until he told me there was a possi-
bility I could lose my eye, and if I did 
get to keep it I would never be able to 
see out of it again most likely. I was 
scared, but stayed as strong as possi-
ble and tried to stay positive, but that 
became hard with what the doctor 
told me next.

As he left the room, he said one 
thing that made me more upset than 
anything else, “You will probably nev-
er be able to play baseball again.”

I yelled back at him, “Yes I will, 
this injury is something I can over-
come.” 

“I know you have courage and all, 
but it will be too dangerous,” he said. 

I refused to believe him. When 
he said that, I had my mind set that I 
would do whatever the hell it took to 
get back to what I loved. 

They went through the two surger-
ies on my actual eyeball and broken 
eye socket. I woke up hours later to 
have the doctor who performed the 
surgery tell me it was successful. So 
successful that the doctor who per-
formed it stayed so she could check 
on it the next day, which was very 
impressive because she was a leading 
eye surgeon. She went through a 
check up the next morning, and I was 
told no doubt that I would have my 
eye. I had to come back for two check 
ups a week the rest of the summer 
and stay on bed rest. 

As boring as those days were, I 
will never forget one of them.

I was watching a movie and my 
mom was in the kitchen making me 
lunch, when suddenly I noticed I 
could see some of the colors on the 
television. The light from the sun 
coming through the windows was so 
bright through the holes of my eye 
patch. 

“Mom, hurry, I can see again!” I 
yelled to my mom.

She started crying and hugged me. 
I felt happier than I had in two, long 
weeks. I thought I would never see out 
of that eye again. The bed rest lasted 
about another month, but it slowly got 
better from that day and my appoint-
ments started to space themselves 
out. 

I had so many friends visit while 
I was stuck in bed. They would bring 
me gifts and stay for hours just to 
keep me from being bored out of my 
mind. I never really knew how much 
my family and friends cared about 
me until that happened. It was the 
people around me who helped me get 
through it as much as anything else. 

The next season I played base-
ball again after being cleared in late 
January, and didn’t miss a beat on the 
field. I had coaches ask me if I really 
thought it was worth it, and I would 

always tell them it was, because it 
was a goal I set just hours after the in-
jury happened. It was hard to adjust, 
and I was a bit shy at first of fielding 
and hitting. Every day after school I 
would go to the cages and practice to 
get back to the player I was before, 
and it paid off that spring and summer 
when I was back on the field again. 

I look back now, and think about 
how lucky I am to still have my eye, 
and even though my vision is still 
blurry out of the right one, the fact 
that I can see anything out of it is 
amazing. 

Sometimes I do wish that I could 
see perfectly out of that eye, but I 
would never change a thing about 
how I am today. I think about the mo-
ment in the room, with my dad, when 
I said I didn’t want to live anymore 
and how much confidence he gave me 
by telling me he would do anything it 
takes to get me through it, and how 
much stronger it made our relation-
ship. I think about when the doctor 
told me I would never play a sport 
again, and how I got through rehab 
so quick that I played the next year. 
I think about all of the friends that 
stuck with me through it and visited 
me, and I found out how many people 
really cared about me. 

For how bad I felt after this whole 
thing, and all the pain I went through, 
losing my vision ended up being one 
of the best things that ever happened 
to me. I found out who I really am, 
and it changed the way I look at life 
everyday. As much as everyone who 
was involved in my life at that time 
helped me get through it and find my 
true self, it all comes back to the one 
thing I still love more than anything. 
Even though it hurt me in one of the 
most unforgiving ways, it is the only 
reason I have some of the mental 
strength I have today. The greatest 
game ever played. Baseball.
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I always thought having an older broth-
er meant I would have someone to look up 
to. Growing up, my brother Josh and I were 
very close. Considering we were only two 
and a half years apart, we were interested 
in a lot of the same stuff. As we grew older 
we slowly started drifting apart, becoming 
interested in different things, and hanging 
out with friends more than each other. 

When I started high school, Josh was a 
senior. At 18, Josh was going out often and 
I hardly saw him, even though we lived in 
the same house. Not surprisingly, he start-
ed going out with his friends, drinking, 
smoking, doing things some people in high 
school start experiencing. In 2011, Josh 
graduated and enrolled at Grand Rapids 
Community College. He had a part-time job 
and seemed to be doing well. 

A year later Josh and his friends went 
to a party in downtown Grand Rapids and 
when it seemed to be getting out of hand 
they decided to leave. On their way home 
they got pulled over. Being underage and 
knowing they had alcohol and marijuana 
in the car, they began to worry. The officer 
came up to the window and questioned 
them. Fortunately, Josh was not driving, 
but was still charged with a minor in 
possession for alcohol and possession of 
marijuana.

“When the officer came to the window 
I was so nervous I thought I was going to 
pass out,” Josh said. “I had never been in 
that situation before.” 

Josh stayed at a friends house that 
night and came home early in the morning 
to tell my parents and I what happened the 
night before. We were all extremely disap-
pointed in Josh and his decisions, but that 
could have been the least of his worries. 
He was sentenced to one year of probation 
and counseling classes that cost him $400. 
My parents and I easily forgave Josh for his 
mistakes and helped him get through the 
counseling and probation. 

Josh got off of probation six months 
early and couldn’t be more excited. 
Continuing school and his part-time job, 
he seemed to have learned his lesson and 
was making better decisions. He proved 
that thought wrong in 2013 when he was 
charged for possession of marijuana a 
second time. 

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” 
Josh said, looking back on the event. “I 
should have learned my lesson the first 
time.” 

When our parents found out they were 
beyond angry, and wondered why he would 
make the same mistake twice. My parents 
told me the news and I didn’t feel angry 

at all, I was sad. Sad that I could no longer 
look up to my big brother. I wondered if 
he would ever change, or continue on the 
wrong path he was on. 

A few weeks later, Josh went to court 
and was sent to jail for five days. 

Those five days were hard for me, but I 
felt terrible for him, even though this was 
his consequence for the decisions he made, 
I couldn’t help but think what it was like for 
him in jail for those five days. He didn’t be-
long there, he wasn’t a criminal in my mind. 

After the long five days without him, my 
parents went to pick him up and bring him 
home.

“It was a huge relief to be home,” Josh 
said. “Jail is somewhere I would never want 
to go again.” 

Once home, Josh told us that he would 
be on probation for two years, had his 
license taken away, would have to take 
more counseling classes, and somehow find 
a way to get downtown two to three times a 
week to take drug tests.

Without a license and no one to drive 
him, Josh had no way of getting to GRCC or 
his job. He slowly dropped out of all of his 
classes and had to quit his job. He seemed 
to be at an all-time low. 

“Not being in school or having a job was 
probably the lowest point in my life,” Josh 
said. “Without a license I didn’t feel like I 
could do anything.” 

Just when he thought things couldn’t 
get any worse, Josh was accused of a 
probation violation for “dilution of urine,” 
meaning there was too much water found in 
his urine during a drug test. Josh swore to 
our parents he was clean, and didn’t drink 
too much water to dilute his urine, he had 
nothing to hide. Our family paid for a law-
yer that cost about $1,000. After a long fight, 
the lawyer got Josh out of going back to jail, 
but unfortunately he had to redo all of the 
counseling classes he had already finished. 

It seemed like Josh couldn’t get out of 
the hole he dug himself in, and no one could 
really help at this point. Bills were piling 
up, he was unemployed and not moving 
forward with his education. I couldn’t help 
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by Ryleigh Galer
Isolated. Misunderstood. Con-

fused. Introverted. These are just 
some of the terms that you could 
use for how I felt for the 17 years I 
didn’t know I had Asperger’s. 

There was always a nagging 
aura of not belonging that seemed to 
shadow me everywhere I went. As I 
got older I learned how to cope and 
handle the situations I experienced, 
but new situations would always be 
thrown at me like a curveball. I was 
always scared to be thought of as a 
“freak” or “weirdo,” so after a while 
I just immersed myself in music and 
ignored everyone else completely. 
People told me I was ADD, ADHD, 
depressed. I was tested four times. 
The fourth time, I was diagnosed 
with Asperger’s.

When I say I have Asperger’s or 
I’m an “aspie,” people will often tell 
me that I don’t look like I am be-
cause I am too high functioning or 
“normal.” Somehow I don’t get that. 
Having autism shouldn’t be consid-
ered abnormal. Yes, it is neurolog-
ically, but from my experience of 
interacting and being friends with 
some amazing people, they are not 
weird or abnormal, they are special 
and unique. So am I. 

I can be a bit slow sometimes, 
and I have trouble with social 
situations. But, the great thing is 
that I can learn to deal with these 
situations. It may be hard, I mean 
it’s exhausting trying to play a game 
when you don’t know the rules. But 
I am considered to be a high-func-
tioning individual with Asperg-
er’s. This means that I am able to 
operate normally in some aspects 
of life, but above average and below 
average in other areas. My memory 

is one such example. Tell me to 
remember something once and I 
definitely won’t, two more times and 
I’ll remember more of it, four times 
is the magic number. If you tell me 
to remember something four times, 
thoroughly, I’ll have that locked in 
my memory for good. 

Asperger’s presents differently 
in girls than it does with boys. While 
a common trait is social awkward-
ness, we exhibit it in different ways. 
Boys may have angry outbursts or 
physical tantrums while girls tend 
to use references we see on TV or 
other media and our outbursts are 
seen as us being “drama queens.” 

There are certain quirks of mine, 
that I have always thought that were 
a social norm, but really aren’t. 
When I have a problem with some-
thing and I am trying to explain 
it, I may start to cry involuntarily. 
I always have some sort of music 
stuck in my head. No matter what. 
I always need little “breaks” after 
social interaction, like isolating 
myself in my room for a few hours. 
This gets really frustrating and 
lonely, because I can’t always get 
away to escape to my room. Then it 
just becomes me stuck in my head 
feeling alone, even though I may be 
in a completely crowded room. 

Although Asperger’s is a type 
of autism, well known individuals 
with Asperger’s have risen to the 
top and accomplished amazing 
things including Alfred Hitchcock, 
Bill Gates, Robin Williams, and 
Marilyn Monroe. Many thought that 
Abraham Lincoln and Einstein even 
had it as well. So I like to think of 
my “disability” not as that, but as an 
advantage. 

but think I needed to do something. It’s hard 
watching someone you once looked up to, fail. 

At the time I worked at a restaurant a mile 
from our house. It was never easy telling anyone 
the situation my brother was in without them 
judging him instantly, but I had to try. I talked 
to my boss, and told her what was going on and 
that he desperately needed a job and this one was 
perfect since it was within walking distance, and 
he still had no license. She agreed to give him an 
interview to see if he would be good for the job. 
Words couldn’t describe how excited I was to go 
home and tell him. 

The next day I drove Josh to his interview. We 
got there and I waited in the car for a total of 15 
minutes, but it felt like two hours. He came back 
trying to hide a smile and I couldn’t wait to hear 
what happened.

“Well, I got the job,” Josh told me, with excite-
ment in his voice.

It felt unbelievably good to be a “big” sister 
to my brother and help him get this job. Even if 
it was just a part-time job in a restaurant, it was 
something to get him back on his feet. 

Less than a year after working as a server, 
Josh was promoted to manager while still on pro-
bation. He began to realize that hard work really 
does pay off. 

After finally getting off probation, Josh 
received two more promotions at his job and is 
now in line to help open a new location of the 
restaurant next year.

Overall, Josh, now 23, has paid almost $8,000 
in fines over a mistake he made while he was 
young. After going through everything, Josh 
finally realized he needed better friends. Friends 
who lifted him up, not brought him down. He now 
works full-time and is considering going back to 
GRCC to take classes. 

Josh said a quote by Ayn Rand made him real-
ize he needed to change and helped him through 
tough times, “You can ignore reality, but you can’t 
ignore the consequences of ignoring reality.” 

Even after everything he went through, I’m 
extremely proud to call Josh my big brother and I 
continue to look up to him today. He showed me 
that no matter what mistakes someone makes, no 
matter the circumstances, it is never too late to 
turn your life around.

A different take on Asperger’s
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Growing Up 

FAST

February 28, 2014 was the begin-
ning of hell for me. 

There was a knock at the door. I 
opened it and saw three men in winter 
attire standing on the porch. They all 
had badges that were visible around 
their necks.

One of the men said they had a 
warrant for my mom’s arrest. 

My brother joined me in the living 
room and we were very confused. My 
mom held herself together and told 
us not to worry. I remember feeling 
a lump in my throat, but I too kept it 
together. They did not let her leave the 
room or grab anything. I remember 
they gave me permission to grab her 
purse for her, but one of them had to 
accompany me. 

I gave her one final hug as tears 
filled my eyes, then they placed her in 
handcuffs and walked her to a black 
SUV. She was then taken to the Kent 
County Jail. 

As she left I felt a void form in my 
heart. At that moment I learned that 
you never appreciate the true value of 
a moment until it becomes a memory. 
My brother and I were left speechless 
and went back to our rooms to think 
about everything going on, on our 
own.

My brother was planning on mov-
ing out soon and had already signed 
the lease for an apartment with his 
roommates and could not abandon 
that plan. I was a 17-year-old high 
school senior, left with my grandfather 
with dementia. I kept my composure 
that first day and thought it would 
blow over soon enough. I received a 
call from my mom the first night, her 
voice was shaky as she explained the 
whole situation. She said she had writ-
ten some bad checks when we lived in 
California, when we were younger and 
needed food and clothes. She couldn’t 
afford those things herself, as a house-
keeper making minimum wage and 
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had to provide for my brother and I. She 
barely had support from our father, who 
was never really involved in my life.

We were waiting on a decision from a 
California prosecutor to see if my mother 
would be extradited. If not, she would be 
released. 

It broke my heart to hear how much 
emotional pain she was in. 

I remember all the anxiety built up 
inside me. She’d tell me how much she 
loves me and how much it hurts to be 
away from us. 

I continued going to school and taking 
care of my grandpa. My mom would call 
me every other day. The fees for the calls 
were ridiculously high, so we didn’t talk 
much. She told me to keep faith and to 
stay strong. These words stuck with me 
every night when my grandpa was asleep 
and I felt alone. 

I was scared to tell anyone about my 
problems. Most days I did not know where 
I’d get my next meal or if I’d eat that day at 
all. Some days I wouldn’t eat. My mom told 
me she’d be released in three more weeks. 

Looking back, I believe she kept me 
out of the loop to keep me strong. I did my 
best. I stopped running track and dropped 
out of the school musical, to care for my 
grandpa and continue to focus on my 
education. 

Dealing with my grandfather was 
hard. I had to help give him a shower, 
change his clothes and other things a 
teenager should not have to worry about. 
It hurt me every morning when I’d wake 
him up and have to lift him out of bed, 
because he would give me a hard time. He 
didn’t recognize me anymore.

 After the three weeks, I thought my 
mom was coming home and I was looking 
forward to her return, only to find out 
she wasn’t. My aunt was diagnosed with 
cancer around this time. 

My mom called and explained how 
they were still debating whether to extra-
dite her. 

My problems started to weigh heavily 
on me, as if an anchor was tied around my 

ankle and I was thrown into an ocean. I 
was sinking deeper and deeper into a dark 
depression. 

A month later I was thinking about 
my future because I looked up the seri-
ousness of writing fraudulent checks in 
California. I discovered that my mom was 
looking at up to three years in prison. I 
was scared and had no one to talk to. I 
didn’t want anyone to know for fear my 
mom would be judged. I was scared about 
what I’d do with my future. 

The following day my anxiety was still 
high and I couldn’t keep my composure in 
Spanish class, so I left. 

I wanted to talk to my counselor. I 
went to her and ended up breaking down 
and telling her everything. My biggest 
concern was we weren’t too sure about 
my mom’s residency status so if California 
officials did decide to extradite my mom 
she could also potentially be deported. 

My counselor had known my mom 
since she taught my brother in elementary 
school. She loved her and always believed 
if she raised kids like my brother and I 
that she was a really great and genuine 
person. She gave me a gift card to buy gro-
ceries and anything else I needed. More 
importantly, she was just there for me. She 
was my first angel sent from God. 

The next few days were a roller coast-
er of emotions. I’d wear a mask at school 
and try to make it seem like nothing was 
going on. 

The next person who found out was 
my friend Davonte. I don’t recall how he 
found out. I only remember he was sad 
to hear about my suicidal thoughts. I 
remember him crying that night, which is 
unusual because he usually manages to 
remain strong through adversity. 

He invited me to his grandparents’ for 
dinner that night. I talked to them about 
the whole situation and they gave me a 
card to put gas in my car. I remember that 
warm feeling I got as I sat down to dinner 
with them, it was a typical feeling that I 
used to take for granted. 

Davonte slept over that night and saw 

me struggling to sleep. I had cold sweats 
and kept getting little anxiety attacks. I 
would constantly break down, thinking 
about all the pain I was dealing with and 
how my mom must have felt. He helped 
me through most of the nights without my 
mom. I started to realize that I had people 
who were there for me. 

I went to Applebee’s shortly after 
that with my best friend, Jesus. We sat 
and talked about everything. He worked 
at Little Caesars then and would bring 
pizza back for me most nights. We’d hang 
out and play video games with our other 
friend, Marcus. 

Those two, like everyone else who 
helped me through all of this will forever 
be in my heart. 

Jesus helped me make it through 
the days, playing soccer sometimes, and 
just made me feel like I had a normal 
life again. I visited my mom at the Kent 
County Jail for the first time after about 
a month of her being in there. It was nice 
seeing her face, but in Kent County visits 
are more like a video call. Our conversa-
tion lasted about 20 or 30 minutes before 
they cut us off. 

There was so much left unsaid. The 
pain I saw in her will forever be engraved 
in my memory. She tried to look calm, but 
I could see she was hurting a lot. 

A month and a half later,  I went over 
to my friend Brianna’s house for a movie 
night with two of my other friends. One of 
my best friends since first grade, Nestor, 
was beginning to wonder why I always 
looked down. So before we went over to 
Bri’s house I told him and he seemed so 
lost with what to say. He told me if I ever 
needed him at school to let him know and 
he’d leave class. He gave me a long hug 
and said he loved me very much and how 
he’d hate to see me end my life, taking the 
easy way out. Then we met Bri and our 
other friend Ritu. 

We watched “Paranormal Activity,” 
and as the movie night progressed I 
received an unexpected and very tragic 
call. I walked outside, telling my friends 
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I’d be back. The news my mom told me 
crushed my spirit and my hope. She said 
they decided to extradite her. 

She then told me she loved me very 
much and to keep faith. As she hung up, 
a tear began dripping down my face, and 
I dropped my phone in the grass. I stayed 
outside for about 20 minutes, listening 
to the sound of the breeze and trying to 
figure out if this could just be a nightmare. 

I remember the amount of pain I felt 
could not compare to any amount of physi-
cal pain I had ever faced. 

When my friends came to check on 
me, they saw me at one of my lowest 
points. I was angry at the world, but at 
the same time very broken. I told them to 
leave me alone and started walking away 
from Bri’s house. I walked to a park. They 
continued following me so I told them 
about the whole situation. Bri and Ritu 
were shocked I covered up all of these 
problems so well. They approached me 
for a hug, although I told them to get away 
from me. 

None of them wanted to leave my side, 
but I continued to push them away and 
told them I wasn’t going to harm myself. I 
told them I just needed space so they gave 
me space and they left me alone. I walked 
closer to a nearby creek and laid down. As 
I looked up, I thought, “Why is God doing 
this to me?”

The sound of crickets by the creek 
were somewhat calming, but I was still 
seriously contemplating suicide. I didn’t 
know whether or not my mom was coming 
back. 

It was a cold night and I was getting 
closer to rock bottom. I was shivering 
when I heard a car pull up. It was Bri’s 
mom and she told me to get in. The car 
was warm and tears continued streaming 
down my face. She gave me the strength 
to keep fighting that day by telling me that 
my mom wouldn’t want me to think about 
ending my life. 

After that night, Ritu and I developed 
a very strong bond in our friendship. She 

would check on me every night through 
FaceTime or calling. My mom called me 
when she got to California and we were 
impatiently waiting to see if she would be 
deported or not. 

Thankfully a few days later we found 
out she would not be deported. 

In the third month without my mom, 
my car broke down. I had no way to get 
around and my grandpa seemed to be 
getting worse under my care. I knew I 
couldn’t take care of him as well as my 
mom could. Plus, my aunt seemed to be 
getting worse too. This was the first night 
I didn’t talk to Ritu on the phone. I told her 
I needed to take a walk. That night I had 
planned on ending my life again. 

I texted all my close friends that I 
loved them very much and I hoped for the 
best in their futures. I also made a suicide 
video, and did not reply to any of my 
friends’ calls or texts. At this point I had 
reached the lowest point of my life. The 
anchor had finally pulled me down so far 
into this dark abyss. I was ready to stop 
trying to swim back up for air. 

I walked around on this very cold 
night. I stopped after walking for a couple 
of hours and decided it was time. Around 
3 a.m. I marched down toward Division 
Avenue. It was so cold I could see my 
breath. A blue car was coming and my 
plan was to jump in front of it. I don’t 
know what came over me, but I began 
to run in front of it. My life paused for a 
moment as I thought about all my loved 
ones. I thought this was it, the headlights 
beamed closer and closer. One picture re-
playing over and over in my head as I was 
about to get hit was of my mom, brother 
and I riding an orca whale at Seaworld. I 
was rather envious of many people who 
were able to say they died happy. I guess 
in a way I felt like my life amounted to 
nothing and I didn’t matter to anyone. I 
thought after it was over everyone would 
forget about me after a few days. Sudden-
ly, I tripped on a crack on the road and 
the tires barely missed my head. I’m sure 

the driver was worried, but continued 
driving. I remember there were no other 
cars around at that time, I laid on the cold 
snowy pavement. I took it as a sign from 
God to keep on pushing and went home 
that night and took my nightly dose of Ny-
Quil. I had been drinking NyQuil for about 
three weeks straight to help me sleep. It 
was working, but I knew it was very bad 
for my health. 

Eventually I opened up to another 
counselor, with Ms. Stevenson at the same 
time. His name was Mr. Orozco and both 
were extremely supportive and helped me 
with money, granted I used the money to 
help my grandpa and my cat more than 
myself. I used the money to focus on their 
needs as opposed to my own. I remember 
one night Davonte had stayed over and 
was pretty pissed to find out I was still 
drinking NyQuil every night, and at times 
I’d drink a lot of it. I coughed blood up 
once waking up and almost didn’t wake 
up another time. He had become very 
worried and had a long talk with me. I felt 
like I was hurting him a lot by doing so, so 
I promised to stop drinking it unless I was 
really sick and actually did need it. 

I was at my breaking point. The 
anxiety had reached an all time high. Bills 
were piling up and just kept shoving them 
in a drawer. 

I called Ritu around midnight and told 
her I needed someone bad because I was 
scared that I was going to hurt myself 
that night or do something very bad. She 
rushed over and I explained that I felt like 
a burden to everyone and I apologized 
for feeling like a burden to her. She told 
me that I shouldn’t be sorry and stayed 
with me that whole night, comforting me 
throughout the night. She really helped 
me forget about my problems as we joked 
around after a long talk, trying to get me 
to calm down. She eventually stayed a 
couple other nights, she really did help me 
keep my mind off of my problems. 

My brother bought me a one-way ticket 
to California and my grandpa was going 
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to stay with my aunt, who had cancer, and 
my cat would be taken care of by a friend 
of mine until I found out if I’d be back or 
not. 

It was finally the time of my gradua-
tion and it was bittersweet to know I made 
it far enough to keep my grades up and 
graduate with all of this going on. What 
killed me the most was to not have my 
mom there at my graduation. I was proud 
to have kept my grades up but seeing 
everyone with their family was hard. That 
was the day I was sure I made the right 
decision to go to California.

After a long lonely, tiring and very 
hungry two and a half day trip on the road 
I arrived in California. I saw my aunt and 
uncle and gave them as big as a hug as 
possible. The next day I went to visit my 
mom at the Marin County Jail. When I 
finally saw her I was glad to see that it was 
a room separated by glass, and not a video 
call. I picked up the phone and heard her 
clearly. She teared up fairly quickly. After 
three months, finally seeing her in person, 
I was speechless. my aunt was there to 

talk to my mom and I just 
felt so hurt seeing her be-
hind the glass. I was sad to 
only have about 15 minutes 
with her before we had to 
end the visit. 

I hoped all the letters 
I collected from people, 
including my own, would 
help in the courtroom. 
During my time in Califor-
nia I felt like things were 
starting to look up just 
because I could see my 
mom again.

The time had come 
for the court to make a 
decision. I anxiously await-
ed the news. We found out 
that Ms. Stevenson’s letter 
was the one that impacted 
the decision the most and 
not only would she be 

released the next day, but all charges were 
dropped. They said that her character 
over time and the reasoning behind what 
she did combined with all the good she 
was doing was remarkable. 

That night it was very hard to sleep, 
but for a good reason this time. I was so 
excited to do what I took for granted be-
fore all of this, to hug her and just be able 
to talk to her without barriers. The day 
she was released was the best day of my 
life. We were both very emotional as I ran, 
picked her up and gave her the longest hug 
I’ve ever given anyone. The day we picked 
her up I realized what Ms. Stevenson had 
told me about learning many lessons I 
wouldn’t be able to learn in a classroom. 

I learned to not take anyone for 
granted and to cherish the time I have 
with them because I’ll never know the 
last day I’ll have with them and no matter 
what challenges people go through in life, 
things will get better. I had to grow up 
fast and gave up most of my senior year 
and although four months doesn’t seem 
that long, it felt like forever. I have faced 

much adversity in my life. To whoever is 
going through the darkest of times, just 
know there will always be people who will 
shed a little light in the room. God gives 
his greatest soldiers the strongest battles 
to go through. I believe there’s a reason 
for everything and after I came back to 
Michigan, I decided to give up going to 
Western Michigan University. To help get 
back on track with finances, I decided to 
do two years at Grand Rapids Community 
College. Honestly, it was a great decision 
because it’s almost been two years since 
this whole incident and things are great 
again. I’m almost done with my second 
year of college, I have a great car, I have 
my family back, and my aunt’s cancer is 
much better now. Most importantly I have 
my mom back. 

One of the prayers that kept me going 
is one that my mom mailed me when she 
was gone. I hope it helps anyone facing 
problems in their life. 

Lord, may I always remember that no 
matter the day and whatever hardship 
I face, you are with me, extending your 
hand in love. 

Help me to be open to your guidance, 
knowing that you want what’s best for me, 
only asking in return sorrow for my sins 
and my willingness to do good. 

As you love me, help me to love myself 
and others. Despite challenges, help me 
focus on my blessings. Despite my fears, 
help me pray to you in hope.

For, with you, ALL things are possible, 
and only positive choices will lead to true 
joy and peace. 

Thank you, Lord, for helping me to 
find the positive solutions I seek, and the 
strength I need to “grow” through my 
challenges for as long as necessary. 

Thank you for being my hope, my sal-
vation and my constant companion. 

Amen. 
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I have never enjoyed following the 
crowd in order to feel appreciated and ac-
cepted. Through middle school and high 
school, I felt the need to surround myself 
with people in order to appear like I fit in 
with the rest. All it made me feel was even 
more out of place and uncomfortable. 

Unfortunately, I missed so many 
opportunities to experience amazing 
moments, so I have challenged myself 
to do one thing a week to push myself 
outside of my comfort zone: doing things 
on my own. I enjoy pushing myself on a 
weekly basis and many of those moments 
mean going out in public alone which I 
have adapted as a lifestyle. The thought 

of going to a public event, concert, game 
and restaurant is a mind game because 
of societal norms. I battle with what I 
see and what I perceive to be acceptable 
by daily situations I encounter at school, 
work and other places, which is to be by 
someone’s side or a group in order to feel 
comfortable in a social setting. 

Growing up with different tastes than 
the average teenager made it difficult to 
find someone to tag along with to events 
like concerts, festivals, plays, movies, 
shopping adventures, grabbing a bite 
to eat and many others. After countless 
times giving up on events I desired to at-
tend because I could never find a partner 

to soak in the experience with, I finally 
grew sick of feeling like I was missing 
out. In order for me to do what I wanted, I 
started going out by myself. 

It wasn’t as easy as it sounds.
In order to find the courage to go to an 

event alone, it took a lot of empowering 
words to motivate myself of how great 
a time I will have if I go and how I didn’t 
want to feel like I was missing out again. 
I thought about the glares of disapproval 
being stared my way and the people’s 
thoughts of how uncool, unfriendly or 
boring I was because I was going out by 
myself. I finally overcame the thoughts 
holding me back for so long. I dressed my-

TABLE 
FOR ONE, 
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self with physical confidence to empower 
myself mentally, also because when I 
look good, I feel great. I was off to my 
first event alone, a college visit at Eastern 
Michigan University.

Most teenagers had parents tag along 
because they’d experienced college 
before. My parents have a total of five 
children which makes it difficult to attend 
all the lectures, games and events one 
of us is participating in. I briskly walked 
with my head mostly down to not make 
any eye contact with the people heading 
towards the same building of the meeting. 
After I entered I raised my head to notice 
countless teenagers with their parents. 
This made me nervous because I had to 
pay extra attention to all the information. 

I felt everyone noticed I was alone. I 
checked in and was escorted to the ball-
room. I looked around for a corner seat 
to not draw attention to myself. As I was 
scanning the room, a tall and stunning 
girl approached me which took me by 
surprise.

“Hey! Are you a freshmen, too?” 
I responded, “Yes, I am.” 
“Are you by yourself?” she asked.
“Yes, I’ve been looking for a seat,” I 

confided. 
“I am, too,” she said. “Want to sit 

together?” 
Obviously, I said yes. It was comfort-

ing to know there was someone just like 
me, who felt alone and needed a sidekick 
for the day. Being alone at an event made 
it easier for her to approach me and en-
gage in conversation.

After that long day, I made a new 
friend who I connected with right away. 
Sometimes all it takes is to approach 
someone because they may be lost, 
uncomfortable, afraid. Simply engaging in 
conversation will make the other person 
feel comfortable and one never knows 
what could come from that. This boosted 
my self esteem and confidence to attend 
other events. 

Another time was when I went to 

finish up the rest of my homework late 
at night at a local coffee shop during my 
freshmen year at Grand Rapids Commu-
nity College. I enjoy grabbing coffee any 
time of the day, but it made me nervous 
to sit by myself. I didn’t feel like staying 
in to finish my homework and I was in 
desperate need of caffeine so I grabbed 
my stuff and rode my bike downtown. I 
was used to going places like this with a 
friend or two, so I was nervous to sit at my 
own table. 

I decided to work on my homework 
at The Bitter End because I heard around 
campus students receive a 10 percent 
off discount there. This simple discount 
motivated me to pursue this adventure. 
I entered the coffee house and made my 
way to the counter to order. I ordered 
my simple black coffee and for some odd 
reason the iPad the server was attempting 
to ring my order up on, wasn’t working. 
The awkward moment was causing us 
both stress, but ended up turning into a 
bonding experience. 

I told her it was my first time ad-
venturing into the place alone and she 
revealed to me that this was her first time 
working with no help. We both felt the 
nerves and anxiety of doing things on our 
own. In the end she said it was no big deal 
and gave me the coffee for free. 

The event everyone attends with 
at least one other person or a group of 
people is a concert. I enjoy many different 
artists and bands and always missed 
countless concerts in the Grand Rapids 
area due to my anxiety of attending alone. 
I thought it wouldn’t be fun, everyone 
would stare at me and I would feel even 
worse about not having anyone with me. 

Once I heard the band Anberlin was 
returning to town I was overjoyed and a 
little distressed because I couldn’t think 
of anyone to go with me. The couple of 
weeks leading up to the concert caused 
me to overthink what to do and who to 
ask to join me. After asking a few of my 
friends, I gave up. I didn’t want to force 

someone to come to a concert and spend 
their money on a band they didn’t care for 
or didn’t even know. I eventually came 
to the conclusion that I would attend by 
myself.

Anberlin was amazing every other 
time I had seen them live and I wasn’t go-
ing to miss one of their final shows for the 
world. Especially when the concert was 
being performed four miles away from my 
house. I bought my ticket a week before 
the concert and, with excitement, care-
fully picked out my outfit the night before. 
After having all the things I needed in 
order to attend, I felt overwhelmed when 
I arrived and noticed the line wrapping 
around the corner. 

I parked my car and briskly walked 
to the end of the line. Along the way I 
noticed many groups of friends chattering 
frantically about the concert. I started to 
feel out of place. As I waited in line I tex-
ted a lot more than normal to help myself 
“fit” into this social gathering. The group 
of people in front of me noticed I was 
alone and invited me to chat with them 
while we waited. 

The group, which consisted of three 
guys and two girls, mentioned how it’s not 
fun to wait alone because they’ve all been 
there. It surprised me that individuals 
in this big group of people had gone to a 
concert alone, but they said sometimes it’s 
more fun to go alone because it provides 
opportunities to meet more people with 
the same musical interests. Being around 
people who actually appreciated the mu-
sic we were all about to enjoy that evening 
made me feel like I belonged. I found a 
group to hang out with during the concert 
which made the experience even more 
memorable. 

In the end, anyone held back by their 
thoughts of judgment will miss out on 
memorable experiences and opportuni-
ties. Life is too short to be held back by 
others. Get out there and do what makes 
you happy always, even if that means 
going it alone.
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Growing up, I found refuge in 
music. It was something that 
would remain permanent in 

my life. Just listening to music wasn’t 
enough, I wanted to dive deeper. I 
wanted to be a part of the music. I 
needed a place to call home- a scene, 
somewhere I would feel included and 

safe. I was subjected to bands like 
Nirvana and Red Hot Chili Peppers 
from my ex-punk dad and I fell in 
love. Seeing photos of Kurt Cobain 
playing in a basement with his micro-
phone duct taped to a pole or watch-
ing clips of the Red Hot Chili Peppers 
playing rowdy shows in a living room 

pretty much inspired me to join this 
sub-culture. The do-it-yourself scene. 

The DIY scene was brought to 
light in the late 80s by a post-hard-
core band in Washington D.C. called 
Fugazi. They capitalized on being 
completely self-sufficient by booking 
their own shows, playing in houses, 

by Cameron Frank

DIY scene presents house shows
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making their own merchandise and 
recording by themselves. This was 
almost unheard of at the time. The 
music industry had always been run 
by producers picking and choosing 
bands that could make them the most 
money. So many good bands had 
been brushed under the rug by this 
industry and they were sick of it. This 
movement has only gotten bigger over 
time with easier ways to record and 
distribute media. In fact, it’s gotten 
so big that it’s found its way into the 
relatively small city of Grand Rapids.

On a typical Friday night you can 
find people of all ages, gender, sexu-
ality, and race gathered in someone’s 
house. This isn’t for a house party, 
no. This is for the house scene. Bands 
will typically play in someone’s living 
room or basement or anywhere you 
can cram people in to listen to music. 
Normally two local bands and two 
touring bands from around the United 
States, sometimes even out of coun-
try, will play for the eager show goers, 
and shows can definitely get wild. 
People jumping around and moshing 
in living rooms potentially leads to 
broken things, but luckily it’s not very 
common. The most common thing is 
people having a great time. 

I started playing under the moni-
ker of “The Helvetica Scenario” with 
a few good friends of mine in the 
summer of 2011. We originally started 
as a kind of “indie-rock” band, but we 
eventually moved to a more “noise-
rock” (ie. Sonic Youth, Fugazi)  sound 
after a few lineup changes. At first 
we didn’t really do much, we played 
someone’s barbecue party and our 
friend’s birthday party. We record-
ed an EP and posted it online to an 
audience of about 60 people. It was 
terrible, honestly, but somehow some-
one from the local DIY scene found us 
and offered us our first house show at 

a new venue in town, The Quad. 
The Quad, formerly known as 

The Waffle House, was owned by 
members of a band called Odd Dates. 
Technical riffs and high energy drum-
ming from the two piece had made 
them one of Grand Rapids’ biggest 
math-rock bands. We played our show 
in June with a band from Boston, 
Lady Bones, a band from Pennsylva-
nia, Snoozer, and a local band that I 
would eventually become a part of, 
Virgo. 

Surprisingly, as house show atten-
dance is usually hit or miss, there was 
a great turn out for this one. A crowd 
of about 30 people, ranging in age 
from 15 to 30 crammed into a room in 
the basement of an Eastown duplex 
lit by christmas lights. The room 
smelled slightly of weed and old alco-
hol and chatter between old friends, 
and new, wove through as the bands 
set up their equipment in silence. Nat-
urally, the sound quality was terrible, 
but we were playing in a basement so 
I don’t know what I was expecting. 
Our time finally came to play. 

Very nervously, the four of us spit 
out our half hour set for the congre-
gation in the basement. I closed my 
eyes for 90 percent of the time and 
convulsed in an odd manner. Looking 
back at videos from our set, I realized 
our band had a very strange stage 
presence. Ben and Blake both kind of 
moved to the rhythm, but very subtly. 
On the contrary, Sean and I turned 
into animals. We threw ourselves 
around and waved limbs and got 
rambunctious. The brief period of 
time that I was able to observe the 
audience blew me away. People were 
dancing and flailing around with 
their friends. People were smiling 
and talking and having a great time. 
No one really even left either, which 
means that we didn’t absolutely suck. 

I even heard a few people singing 
during our cover of “Psycho Killer” 
by the Talking Heads. Something 
magical happened that night. We were 
changed.

Playing that show gave me the 
best high. Not a drug-fueled high, but 
a pure emotional high. My first taste 
of the music scene was delicious and I 
was instantly in love. I had found that 
sense of inclusiveness and it just felt 
right. It was the most natural I had 
felt in my life. 

As time went on I became more 
and more involved in the music scene. 
I played a few more shows with The 
Helvetica Scenario and started some 
side projects with friends. A band 
called Ape Not Kill Ape and a band 
called Virgo asked me to play guitar 
for them at the same time, so I said 
yes to both. For a year, I’ve played a 
show almost every weekend. Al-
though it’s overwhelming, I can’t get 
enough. The people and the environ-
ment constantly change me and open 
my eyes. New connections are made 
at every show I play or attend. These 
connections can potentially come in 
handy in the future, whether it be for 
booking shows or just for cool people 
to jam with. I haven’t come across a 
scene that is more open minded than 
the Grand Rapids DIY scene. 

Grand Rapids has certainly been 
put on the map for new musicians 
in the past few years. Bands like La 
Dispute, a post-hardcore band that 
has gained global recognition, or a 
quickly booming psychedelic rock 
band called Heaters, have given the 
Grand Rapids scene new found atten-
tion. It seems like there’s a new band 
coming out every week, and each one 
is brilliant. As the scene is growing 
and improving daily, I seem to have 
chosen the perfect time to join this 
community.
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“Hard work beats talent when talent 
doesn’t work hard,” a quote made famous 
by NBA star Kevin Durant, explains my 
approach to high school. I didn’t work 
hard because I was talented and gifted 
with the books. I didn’t need to study or 
even show up to class on certain days. 
I would ace tests, blow off projects and 
be content with a solid C+. I got through 
most of school this way. The knowledge 
came easy, but somehow women, money, 

and drugs came easier, and with more 
excitement.

School quickly became a social para-
dise. Everything was about networking, 
stimulating the minds of women making 
them feel great about themselves if they 
did not to begin with and getting to the 
money. I didn’t have it all growing up but I 
damn sure didn’t have nothing. My mother 
worked hard daily on her grind, working a 
full-time job and going to school at night, 

providing for us the daily 
necessities and essentials. 
There was no way she was 
going to buy a $200 pair 
of Jordan’s just because 
I was fascinated with 
them. She just wasn’t. I 
had to figure out a way to 
get “fly.”  

My older brother had 
designer everything. Sean 
John Denim, Polo button 
ups and all the FUBU that 
used to be the hottest 
style. He had already fig-
ured out the remedy I was 
searching for. My younger 
brother was still stuck 
in the phase of being a 
“yes man” to whatever my 
mom wanted to buy him 
so he was done for, just 
like me at his age. I was 
only 14 years old, but my 
mind state was higher 
than that. I wanted more 
maybe in the wrong way 
to begin with, but a strong 
mind was definitely there. 

After a while, classes 

became so boring, that I stopped going. I 
would take one unexcused absence after 
another until the school decided to drop 
all of my classes, except for basketball 
and weightlifting. I thought it was great. I 
got to sleep in every day until I had to be 
in class in the afternoon. I had one class 
a day so my workload was very light and 
I was able to spend energy elsewhere. 
Eventually my attitude toward the faculty 
and staff led to my expulsion. 

I was suspended for not going to Sat-
urday school, a punishment for all my un-
excused absences and I would still show 
up to school at lunch just to network with 
the older kids for information on any 
party that may have been planned. 

I was under the impression that my 
10th grade principal hated me and I 
hated him too and made sure to let him 
know every day. One day, I shook up a 
orange soda just to spray it at him. His 
face turned as red as Rudolph’s nose as I 
walked away laughing. That surprisingly 
only landed me a three-day suspension. 
As I look back at this incident today, 
there’s no chance in hell I would do it 
again.  

My mom worked so much and rarely 
had a clue when I was suspended. She 
was at work when I woke up for school 
and she was at school by the time I was 
supposed to be getting out of school. So 
my suspensions went unnoticed. I could 
go weeks without seeing my mom and we 
lived together. This was not the case with 
my expulsion, she knew that immediately. 
She was on a mission. The same mission 
she was quick to remind me I lost track of 
so early.

By now I was 15 and my mom was 

by Dawan Brown
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getting tired of the same old news. My 
brother and I were both spiraling out of 
control. He already landed himself in jail 
more times than not and I was headed 
down that same road. I had several minor 
in possession and assault charges and 
several parents who reached out to my 
mom telling her that I had their daughters 
stealing money from them, for me. They 
felt the need to buy me things without me 
asking so I was now spoiled to the point 
that I expected them.

That’s when I noticed that I had a 
gift for getting my way with women. Not 
only were these girls older than me, but 
they were supposed to be smarter than 
me. They were high school seniors and 
I was just a young sophomore with too 
much popularity. That popularity soon 
transformed into a harsh reality when I 
got one of these women pregnant. I was 
15 and had no idea what responsibility 
was, and I didn’t have a father figure to 
show me anything. I had an older brother 
who I wanted to be just like and that was 
the only example I had.

My stepdad was in prison for about 
two years now for armed robbery and 
even before that, our relationship wasn’t 
very strong. He was there but I was too 
young to understand what his role was 
in my life or what he was trying to teach 
me, until many years later. I was a lost 
cause. I couldn’t reach out to him when 
I needed him or didn’t believe he even 
cared enough. I despised my real dad 
and still do to this day. Maybe that will 
change, but I didn’t give him the benefit of 
the doubt to begin with. With the fear of 
the responsibilities of being a father, I had 
to produce everything and be the man I 
thought I already was. 

After all the trouble I was getting 
in, my mother decided to move back to 
Chicago where we grew up and I did not 
want to go back. So here I was, 15 years 
old, living with friends and family, but 
that was the least of my worries, knowing 
I had a kid on the way. The first thing I did 

was seek the attention of other women. 
My girlfriend would’ve left me if she had 
known about any of it.

I began to look for work and landed 
a job at the Holland Rescue Mission, but 
that wasn’t enough. With my back against 
the wall I began to do things nobody 
would be proud of. I stole from people 
and even sold drugs. I just knew I had to 
provide for a kid that was on the way and 
I was not going to fail like my father failed 
me and I was willing to risk my freedom 
to do so. Right before I could feel the 
happiness of doing something better than 
taking from women, reality hit again. 

The girl carrying my unborn child had 
a miscarriage and the happiness I had 
inside died instantly. We decided to stick 
around each other, began a relationship, 
while I cut all ties with other women.  
We had been through so much and were 
always there for each other. She was the 
only woman that I had actually taken 
serious throughout this whole time. 

I wanted to make a better life for us 
with what we had been saving for the 
baby, even though the responsibility I 
felt I was ready for was gone. I thought 
to myself that I should quit this game I’m 
playing and go back to school while I had 
the chance, but it seemed like every time 
I tried to do something positive another 
boulder would come crashing down on 
my head, forcing me to deal with the 
stresses of today instead of the successes 
I could have in the future. I learned that 
in life it is so hard to do something good, 
yet it’s so easy to do something bad. 

As life went on we were able to land 
our own apartment just before I turned 17. 
I was still young and landed myself in jail 
at least six times for stealing, then driving 
without a license. I still didn’t care. We 
even eventually had a kid and not long af-
ter I lost sight of the goal of being a great 
father completely. I lost sight of what was 
important. I lost sight of the dream. I was 
caught up in the fast life, finding time for 
everything except my baby. 

I found out the hard way all of the life 
lessons my mom was screaming at me, 
all those years before. I ended up losing it 
all. I lost my family. I lost my house where 
I lived and most of all I lost my baby girl, 
who was now afraid of me because of all 
the mental and physical abuse her mother 
and I forced on each other in front of her. 
We did not fist fight but the name calling 
and shoving each other around was too 
much for her eyes.

I was lost. I had no idea how to func-
tion alone. I had very little work history, 
I had no diploma, I had nothing. All I had 
was what I knew how to do best. Hustle. 
So right back to the game I went. Back 
into that negative cycle I once was in. 
Money. Drugs. Women. Repeating it over 
and over again gradually slowing down by 
the age of 25. By this time I had another 
kid with another woman, with a third on 
the way with another woman. Life wasn’t 
what I had imagined it to be after all.

I decided to take my life back and 
change my ways. I slowly began to plan 
a way out free from all the negative stuff 
I was a part of. I started to pay child 
support and soothe the relationships with 
my kids’ mothers and, more importantly, 
my kids. I wanted to change because my  
stepfather was home after serving over 10 
years in prison for robbery. That will be 
the only time I refer to him as my stepfa-
ther because he was my dad. We have had 
the same last name since we met, so it fit. 

When he came home, it changed me 
for the better. He did not judge me on 
what I was doing and had been doing he 
just told me about the opportunities I 
still had, if I wanted them. The man was 
amazing. I did not even speak to him 
the whole time while he was in prison, 
besides a few times here and there around 
the age of 13. I didn’t know he felt he 
was already my father and had so much 
love for my brothers and I. He could have 
chosen to go anywhere after prison but he 
chose Michigan. His mom and dad were 
in Chicago, my mom was in Chicago and 
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most of his family was in Cleveland. 
He chose Michigan because he wanted 

to be with his boys, who were now men. 
We were the only family he felt he was a 
part of and I loved him for it and I needed 
him. I took him everywhere with me. I 
took him out to eat every week, we played 
games together at my house and even 
played Xbox online with each other when 
he got home from my place. I love my fa-
ther. We were not biologically his kids. He 
was the boyfriend. He had a choice and he 
chose us and I chose him. My brothers did 
as well but I felt like I needed him more 
than they did at the time.

We always talked about what was 
better and he always pushed me to try it, 
even though I wasn’t actively pursuing 
it yet. I had the plans laid out, I was just 
waiting for the time to achieve it when I 
could just sit down and focus on my edu-
cation instead of working dead end jobs 
trying to survive until that day came. 

About four days before my mother’s 
49th birthday, I received a call from my 
aunt that my father, my hero, my rock and 
foundation was found unresponsive in his 
home and had been rushed to Spectrum 
Health hospital in Grand Rapids. I lost it. 
They said he couldn’t speak, move or do 
anything. He was breathing on his own 
and that was it. It was less than a year 
since he got home. 

I rushed up to the hospital, facing one 
of my biggest fears in life. I hate hospitals 
and everything associated with them. I 
told my girlfriend who also loves him and 
we took off. When I saw my dad hooked 
up to all these machines, wire after wire 
coming from them and connecting to him, 
I was in complete shock. As I sat there 
broken up with the rest of the family 
looking for some sign that this nightmare 
might end, a pastor walked in. I have seen 
too many movies where this scene hap-
pens and I knew exactly how it was going 
to play out, but before he could even open 
his mouth I said, “Don’t even start that. 
Not now!” I did not want to hear that shit. 

He still continued to pray for our family. 
Before leaving the hospital, I kissed my 
father knowing that this was the end. 
I cried for hours that night and when I 
got the official call that he passed I lost 
all strength, all courage and all hope for 
turning my life around. All my motivation 
was ripped from me and life was right 
back to what it was. 

I began drinking early in the morn-
ings, even though I hated alcohol. 
Anybody that knew me and saw me with a 
beer or a bottle was in complete shock. It 
was now what I participated in to soothe 
the pain. I had so much anger in me at this 
time. I wanted him back so bad. Why did 
God take my father away from me when 
he could have taken my biological father 
and I wouldn’t have shed a tear?| I had so 
much hate in me, and I couldn’t release it. 
I even began to search for my real father 
just so I could say the most hateful things 
I could think of, but I couldn’t find him. I 
just wanted somebody to know and feel 
the same pain I felt and he would have 
been the perfect candidate.

I began drinking my life away, giving 
up and submitting to my failures. The 
only thing that was different from the first 
time I hit rock bottom, was a woman who 
cared, my girlfriend and my best friend 
that been in my life now for 20 plus years. 
She did not sit and watch me throw my 
talents away and stayed with me through 
every hardship. It was about three months 
before I was able to go cold turkey, but 
it happened. Around my 28th birthday in 
August of 2013, things were looking up 
again and I was regaining focus, taking 
the words of my father along with me 
every step of the way. 

I enrolled in a program at Michigan 
Works to get my G.E.D.  I was determined 
to get myself together, and my friends and 
girlfriend were right there cheering me 
on. After receiving my G.E.D. I enrolled at 
Grand Rapids Community College and be-
gan taking classes that summer towards a 
degree in journalism. 

A few months later, on my birthday, 
I came home to check on my girlfriend. 
She was feeling ill because she is diabetic 
and also has Addison’s disease which 
is a chronic disorder where the adrenal 
glands don’t produce enough steroids 
for the body, causing her to be extreme-
ly weak. She has to inject the steroids 
herself. When I walked in, she was lying 
face down on the floor. I instantly saw my 
late father lying there. This is the same 
way they found him and how he died 
eventually. Nobody found him in time to 
save his life. I rushed to roll her over and 
see if she was breathing. I responded as 
if she just had a seizure like she had over 
200 times during our relationship. She 
would usually pass out and wake up a few 
minutes later but this wasn’t the case. She 
looked bad. 

I gave her a glucose shot to make her 
sugar levels increase. This woke her up 
but she was still unresponsive and that 
was something I had never seen before 
in the five years we had been together. I 
called 9-1-1 immediately. They rushed her 
to the hospital and after a few complica-
tions she was transported to Spectrum 
Health in Grand Rapids. She had passed 
out again and was not waking up. I had 
the feeling as if this was going to end just 
like my dad’s life ended. Was I too late 
like my father’s would-be rescuer? All I 
could do was blame myself.

I wanted to quit school. Again having 
to deal with the stresses of today while 
sacrificing what I could be accomplishing, 
the pain I was feeling trumped everything 
else. She was unconscious for three days 
before finally waking up but still not 
responding to anything. 

No words. No gestures. Just stares. 
It was like she didn’t know anyone.

The doctors were stressing to the family 
that she might never be herself again. All 
the while, she was pregnant. Every day 
after my Creative Writing class, I rushed 
to the hospital to see her and when I 
walked in on the fourth day she looked 
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up and waved at me. It was the first sign 
of anything in over a week. It was like a 
miracle happened right before my eyes. I 
felt so much joy inside from that moment 
and it was amazing. She still didn’t speak 
until the next day and they were very 
short words and sentences, and it took 
her a few attempts to get them out. 

The first thing she asked me, when 
she was able to, was if she was still 
pregnant. I told her our baby boy was still 
inside with no signs of bad news. He was 
a fighter. He had nothing wrong with him 
that they could tell from the tests and 
there were no worries.

After a couple weeks she was released 
from the hospital and was instructed to 
go the University of Michigan to meet 
with a team of doctors before returning 
back to Spectrum Health, where she was 
going to remain for the last five months 
of her pregnancy. While she was in her 
appointment, I was wandering the halls, 
wasting time, avoiding my fear of being 
around doctors, when I noticed a sign. 

It read: “It’s never too late to be what 
you could have been.” 

I thought to myself, “Holy shit, you’re 
right.” This saying has been in my head 
for years now. I never wrote it down or 
took a picture, I continue to remember 
it because I feel at that moment it was 
meant for me. I was meant to be in Ann 
Arbor wandering the halls of the medical 
campus. I was meant to see this and I 
was meant to be something, telling me it 
wasn’t too late for whatever that could be. 
On our way home I talked about this say-
ing and how much light it brought to the 
end of my tunnel. I repeated those words 
everyday as my motivation to not quit 
school and I was able to make it through 
my second semester of college without 
quitting.

On Oct. 12, nearing the end of her 
pregnancy and during my third semester 
of college, the hospital decided after three 
months that they would release her as a 
birthday gift, as long as she promised to 

take it easy. We promised that she would. 
It was a happy day for us, because she 
was beyond sick of being in the hospital 
and I was sick of her not being home, with 
me, where she belonged. We sat around at 
home just enjoying her being back watch-
ing T.V. and playing Monopoly on Xbox.

Exactly two weeks later she began 
to feel that same illness and she was 
worried for our son, so she went to the 
hospital with her mom. I was now attend-
ing my English class during this time, 
still progressing and not giving up for the 
sake of everything my father told me, the 
accomplishments of my mother who was 
just a year removed from acquiring her 
master’s degree, myself and my family. I 
was texting her from class, waiting to bolt 
at the end of class. 

Nobody knew what I was going 
through and when I missed class to be 
with her in the hospital, I just skipped it. I 
didn’t notify the teacher about it. Just be-
fore class was over, I received a text from 
her mom saying that they could not find 
our son’s heartbeat and the doctors were 
worried he was not breathing. That his 
mom’s comas and frequent seizures could 
have finally taken its toll. The doctors 
were going to do an emergency C-section 
to remove our son.

I rushed to the hospital without a 
doubt that our boy was going to be fine, 
when I received another message from 
her mom. I was already confident that 
our boy was going to be fine, before I 
opened the text and saw a picture of our 
handsome baby boy lying on the table 
with a smile on his face that could cure 
any heartache. He did not have a name 
yet because of his early arrival, so he was 
Baby Boy Brown or “Triple B.”

I made it to his mom, my girlfriend, 
where she was in recovery. We were 
thrilled that it was over and he was okay. 
We were trying to decide on a name but 
we could not decide if we should name 
him Jesse Earl after my father or name 
him after me. That night, I woke up in 

the middle of the night maybe around 3 
a.m. and thought about all the great fights 
I had in my life and all the battles we 
had been through and won. I thought of 
fighters like the great Muhammad Ali and 
Mike Tyson and I thought, I would love 
to name him after them, but I could not 
name him Mike or Muhammed because it 
just did not sound right. Then it hit me. 

“Tyson,” I said to myself. “I could 
name him Tyson. One of the most fero-
cious fighters of all time. 

“Tyson Ali. That’s it.”
I picked up my phone and called my 

girlfriend.
“Tyson Ali,” I said. “Tyson Ali is his 

name, it just hit me.” 
“Our little fighter,” she responded. “I 

love it.” 
There was no debate about it. It fit 

him perfectly as well as both of us. The 
fight we had keeping his mom alive during 
this time, as well as the battles I had 
fought throughout my entire life brought 
me to where I am now. I sit today in the 
home stretch of finishing my fifth semes-
ter of college and am on track to have 
my degree by the end of  the winter 2016 
semester. From a troubled teenager to a 
soon to be college graduate. That doesn’t 
sound bad to me. 

I see the youth of today or people my 
age stressing about not being as success-
ful as they would like to be the first time 
around. Maybe they are on a path that 
they feel is not the right one. I often go 
back to one of the things that motivated 
me which was that sign at U of M, and I 
tell them because that is the truth in so 
many ways. It wasn’t too late for me to be 
the father I could have been. It wasn’t too 
late to be that student I could have been 
and it definitely wasn’t too late to change 
my life. When hard work beats talent, 
when the talent don’t work hard you sit 
and tell yourself “when my talent work 
hard, it’s going to take both talent and 
hard work for me to be beaten.”
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Secret Hot Chocolate Recipe
Supplies:
Sauce pan
Measuring cups
Funnel pitcher
Teaspoon
Stove

Ingredients:
White sugar
Hershey’s Cocoa
Salt
1% or 2% milk
Vanilla extract
Hot water

First Step: Mixing
Mix ½ cup of white sugar, ¼ cup of cocoa and a dash of salt in saucepan; stir in 1/3 cup of water

Second Step: Boiling
Cook and stir over medium heat until the mixture boils; boil and stir for 2 minutes
Third Step: Adding Milk
Stir in the saucepan 4 cups of milk, then let heat. DO NOT BOIL.

Fourth Step: The Cool DownRemove the saucepan from medium heat; then add in ¾ teaspoon of vanilla extract
Fifth Step: Enjoy!
Can serve up to 6 people. Other wise find your favorite cup and enjoy!

Orange, yellow, and red 
leaves fall from the trees as 
droplets of rainwater collect 
on the windows. My parent’s 
forest green 2001 Pontiac is 
filled with sounds of a story-
book cassette tape as we drive 
on the paved road. My sister 
sits next to me hugging her 
Barney stuffed animal. Getting 
to Grandma’s house always 
seemed to take forever. Then 
we hit it. We hit the creepy dirt 
path that lead us there. The 
path twists and turns, trees 
pass by like fast forwarding a 
VHS tape. Then we stop. We 
made it. 

“Grandma’s!” I said, with a 

huge grin.
Skipping from one giant 

puddle of rainwater to the 
next, with my Barbie in one 
hand and my Sesame Street 
blanket in the other, we reach 
huge wooden steps that seem 
impossible to climb. A familiar 
face opens the giant rosey red 
door, her eyes blue as the ca-
ribbean sea with fair, pale skin. 
Kneeling down to my level, she 
opens her arms and wraps my 
sister and I with warmth and 
love. One at a time she reaches 
for our cheeks and presses her 
lips against our skin. Never 
just one kiss, but three every 
time. A breeze of creamy deli-

cious chocolate filled 
my nostrils. Was she 
baking cookies? I 
really loved cookies. 
Skipping along the 
dark wooden oak 
floors, I followed 
the aroma of the 
delicious chocolate 
secret, as I  pointed 
my fingers at the 
white antique stove.

I asked,“Grand-
ma, what is that?” 

Her eyes filled 
with joy.

“Oh sweetheart, 
that is my secret 
recipe.”

Flickering beams 
of light bounced off 
the burnt orange 
kitchen walls. 
Off-toned voices 

Grandma’s Secret Recipe
by Jennifer Stout

chimed together as my family 
sang “Happy Birthday.” It was 
my sixth birthday. Grandma 
hands me a cup filled with her 
hidden secret. As the rim of the 
mustard yellow cup touched my 
lips, creamy delicious hot choc-
olate hit my taste buds. So rich, 
so creamy. Nothing I had ever 

tasted before. Nothing tastes 
quite like that hidden secret 
still to this day, 15 years later. 
Every year when the leaves 
begin to change, the secret 
hot chocolate comes out. Soon 
when I was old enough to make 
it on my own my mother passed 
it on to me.

Courtesy photo
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