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Dear Readers,

Welcome to The Collegiate’s Fall 2016 Magazine. In this issue, you will feel empowered by 
the personal stories of our staff writers. 

Some will bring you to tears and some will make you smile, but all the stories show how 
people can overcome the obstacles life throws at them. 

It usually goes this way. We spend a busy semester together writing stories and covering 
campus news, and then when we start writing magazine stories, we begin to really learn 
about who our reporters are. 

One of the stories that stood out to all the editors was “Choosing Me” by Kosha Oswald, 
located in the centerspread of this issue. In the story, Kosha talks about finally choosing 
what she wants to do with her life, and not being pressured by family anymore. Kosha is 
now happily married and pursuing a career in public relations, and we all are happy to see 
her doing good work and enjoying it. 

Another story that really touched me was “Unicorn Season” by Matt Rios. In the story, Matt 
explains what it’s really like to deal with depression on a daily basis. He cleverly sprinkles 
humor throughout, while giving readers a visual metaphor. I don’t know about you, but 
I had never heard depression explained so well before. It’s worth a read, especially if you 
know someone who is struggling with depression but you don’t know how to help.

Finally, as you saw on our front cover, Jesse Shira wrote about how finding theater saved 
him in “Saved by the Stage.” For anyone who’s ever felt left out or lonely, this shows how 
getting involved in something that interests you can literally change your life. The story is 
sweet and inspiring, and is well worth the read. 

I hope you enjoy this semester’s compilation of life stories. 

As always, we welcome any feedback here at The Collegiate. Please contact us at 
collegiate@grcc.edu or through one of our social media sites. 

Letter from the Editor

Your school. Your source. Your story.

Jennifer Ackerman-Haywood
Collegiate Adviser

@thecollegiate

GRCCCollegiate

@GRCC_Collegiate

GRCC.Collegiate



By Jesse Shira
Photo by Nathan Bidwell

Saved by the Stage

just dressing up and reenacting Disney 
movies with my older sister, Gracey, 
acting was my passion.
      But as time went on, and I grew up, 
I was finding I had less and less time to 
act. People would tell me “You shouldn’t 
waste your time with performing,” and 
“You’ll never get a job and be stuck in 
your parent’s’ basement,” or the classic, 
“Straight guys don’t do theatre.”
      These words still hurt today, but 
nothing is worse than hearing them as a 
kid from adults I looked up to. And like 
most kids, I’d listen. 
      As I kept aging, I’d perform less and 

less and I’d begin to hate my life more 
and more. I was sinking into a deep, 
depressed state. 
     When I started high school my 
family moved to Byron Center and I 
wasn’t able to see all my old friends that 
often.  
      I was really nervous as I began 
my freshman year. I wasn’t sure what 
electives to pick. Should I stick to things 
I knew, or try something different? I 
needed an art credit and saw “Theater 
Arts” in the electives. Needless to say, 
I took the class. I would get to act for 
an hour a day, five days a week and that 

To paraphrase the classic 
opening line from Martin 
Scorsese’s “Goodfellas,” as far 
back as I can remember, I’ve 

always wanted to be an entertainer. 
Some of my earliest memories are me 
goofing around and performing for my 
family, my friends, babysitters, basically 
anybody I could get to watch. I would 
put on magic shows in my front yard, 
dance around my living room, and sing 
in the school choir. But my favorite 
was always acting on stage. Whether 
it was in the church Christmas and 
Easter pageants, classroom skits, or 



would be great. But honestly, school still 
sucked. Theater arts was in the morning, 
and each class after 
that just dragged on 
and on. I was still really 
miserable at school 
and the one hour of 
happiness couldn’t 
outweigh having close 
to no friends and hating 
everything about all my 
other classes. 
     By the 10th grade 
my life felt equivalent 
to hell. I just wanted to 
drop out. I didn’t have 
theater anymore and it was escalating 
to the point where I’d just give up 
and lounge around my house. I’d skip 
school and sit around in the dark all 
day watching TV, trying to escape to a 
happier life where all problems can be 
solved in 22 minutes plus commercials.
      I still did magic, but I lost the joy in 
it. I would win contests, but I didn’t get 
the same sense of accomplishment when 
I transported someone’s signed card to 
an impossible location. Nor did I take 
pride in changing a handful of sugar 
into a jolly rancher. And I nearly gave it 
up after doing it for 10 years. The only 
reason I continued was to not let down 
my Grandpa and Uncle, who are both 
magicians. 
     It came to a point where my 
depression was consuming everything, 
and I started seeing a therapist. He 
listened to my problems, and saw 
through my depression and could sense 
the happiness when I reminisced about 
performing. He encouraged me to not 
drop out, and to take a chance on my 
junior year. 
      When I picked my electives, I 
decided to retake theater arts. We 
started the first day in class and we had 

to interview and introduce a classmate 
to the rest of the class. I decided to go 

all out. I took 
a magician’s 
appearing cane out 
of my backpack, 
along with a ball 
of tinfoil I put 
on the end of a 
pencil to make a 
prop microphone 
and did the 
introduction as 
some sort of cross 
between a carnie 
and Bob Barker. 

The class loved it. They laughed, they 
applauded, and I got an A. I was already 
starting to feel better about this school 
year.  
      As with every 
class there is a clique 
of cool kids. The 
second day of class 
I got invited to sit 
with them. They 
complimented me 
on the previous day’s 
work and asked if 
I was planning on 
auditioning for the play. I thought about 
it in the past, but I just never had the 
confidence to do it in other years. But 
they convinced me to do it.
      I went in to auditions super nervous, 
even though I researched the play, 
“Snow Angel,” the characters, and 
privately rehearsed the audition scenes. 
I came in and saw my new friends from 
class and talked with them. We talked 
about who we were auditioning for and 
who we thought would be cast in what 
roles. 
     Then in walked Mr. Anglin, the 
director. He welcomed everyone to 
auditions, gave an overview on the 

process, and we began. 
     I could drag this on further, but I’ll 
end the suspense. I was cast! And over 
the two and a half months of rehearsals, 
I grew closer with everyone in the cast. 
We became a big, happy family. And 
even after “Snow Angel” ended, we 
remained close. I’d have them over at 
least once a week and we’d laugh, live, 
and learn. 
     “Snow Angel” began the best two 
years of my life. If it wasn’t for that 
show, and for meeting all the new 
friends it brought me, I probably 
wouldn’t have lived through high 
school. I know I never would have began 
working in video production, I never 
would have been the youngest person 
to host the Hocus Pocus Party, I never 

would have began 
acting and directing 
in films, and I never 
would be the first in 
my family to go to 
college. 
      I’d like to thank 
everyone who 
supported me and 
helped me get to 
where I am today. My 

directors Andrew Anglin, Jason Marlett, 
Caleb F. Jenkins, and Derek Niemchick. 
My therapist Dr. Mike, my co-workers 
at BCTV, everyone in the Grand Rapids 
magic club. My teachers Andrew Anglin 
(again), Julie VanderLaan, and Greg 
Reinstein, without you three I couldn’t 
have finished high school. And lastly, my 
family and all of those who I’ve had the 
privilege of calling friend. I love you all. 
     If there’s anyone out there reading 
this feeling depressed and unappreciated, 
I urge you to get help. Try something 
new. Find your passion. Live through 
the bad times, and know something 
better is always around the corner.

“People would tell me 
‘You shouldn’t waste your 

time with performing,’ 
and ‘You’ ll never get a 

job and be stuck in your 
parent’s’ basement,’ or 

the classic, ‘Straight guys 
don’t do theatre’.”

“If it wasn’t for that 
show, and for meeting 
all the new friends it 

brought me, I probably 
wouldn’t have lived 
through high school.”
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I live with depression. I don’t 
suffer from it, or occasionally get 
depressed when life sours on me. 
Depression rests in the backdrop 

of every moment of my life. It is a 
difficult thing to explain what it is like 
to live with this. Some could imagine a 
cartoon me walking about town with a 
personal rain cloud following over my 
head. That is not what it is like. I am not 
in a perpetual sense of rainy day blues. 
Most days you would be hard pressed 
to see any sign of depression in me. I 
laugh like thunder claps and smile like 
Chris Kringle at midnight on Christmas 
Eve. I laugh and smile because I love 
life and those I am experiencing it with. 
Depression doesn’t void my soul of joy. 
The problem is not that I don’t feel, 
the problem is what happens in the 
evil Wonka factory of my brain when 
Charlie Feeling comes a calling. 
     Imagine standing on a tiny island of 
rocks in a sea. Waves splash water onto 
you as they break onto the raised rocks 
around your island. Most waves become 
mist onto your soul. Some waves are 
so strong and powerful you are swept 
right off the rocks into the sea. Those 
big moments, those swells of emotion 
consume us, engulf us in emotions, 
negative and positive. Instinctively, when 
swept into your emotional depths, you 
swim up for air. You slowly climb out of 
the water and back onto your assortment 
of rocks. 
     Do me a favor and stop imagining 
plain rocks. In this analogy everyone’s 
rocks are decorated brilliantly. 
Remember these are the rocks of your 
soul in your emotional sea, so put some 
effort into it, yo. Now back to the 
analogy.
     Sometimes you swim in the emotion 
for a while before pulling yourself out. 
Like when the person you wanted to 

Unicorn 
Season

By Matt Rios
Illustration by Natalie Westaby
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break up with breaks up with you first 
and you binge on Adele for a week 
because you just want to feel alive. 
Emotional waters 
can be very 
pleasant to bask 
in. Keep in mind 
pool rules should 
apply. Anyone in a 
body of water for 
too long at some 
point is basking in 
their own fluids, if 
you know what I 
mean.
     I, like you, have my island of rocks, 
they’re very colorful and brilliant I 
assure you, and yes I have named them. 
There is Rock McRocklin, Roco, Jon 
Stone, Mary Marble, and Herb. I gotta 
be honest, if I could, I would roll Herb 
right off the island. Herb is the rock 
equivalent of a dude with a handlebar 
mustache and skinny jeans asking 
about salads at a burger joint. WHY 
IS HE THERE? WHY ARE YOU AT 
ALL HERB? YOU’RE THE WORST 
HERB, THE ABSOLUTE  WORST… 
I may have gotten away from the point. 
Let me move us back onto a track free 
of the eye pain that is Herb. Like you, 
I have my 
emotional sea. 
Where our 
minds and 
souls begin to 
find division is 
in the waters 
of our seas. 
     Below the 
surface of my 
sea is a riptide. 
I can swim 
but at the sea floor of my mind a crack 
in the earth pulls me down to it. I like 
air and find myself as needful of it as 

anyone, but the riptide cares not for such 
things. The riptide just pulls and pulls. 
The air my lungs need becomes distant 

as I am engulfed in 
the black lightless 
bottom of the sea. 
When at last my 
body touches the 
seafloor the riptide 
releases me. It is as 
though the seafloor 
is a pressure plate 
that deactivates 
the pull of the 
riptide. I can then 

make my way up to 
the surface and the 
air I need. Sometimes 
the sea is cruel and 
wave after wave and 
being pulled to the 
bottom of the sea takes 
a toll. Yes, I fear that 
someday I won’t be 
able to resurface before 
it’s too late, or that the 
riptide won’t let go. 
Fear aside, this is how 
we are different. The 
difference between us 
has nothing to do with 

our swimming 
abilities. It is all 
subject to the sea 
we found our rocks 
resting in when we 
came to be. 
     You know or 
have known of 
someone that’s sea 
is akin to the sea 
surrounding my 
island. You know 

the cases of those who never surfaced 
and died in their waters. Too many 
waves and too many journeys under the 

water’s surface took its toll on their soul. 
No one wants to drown but some rip 
currents don’t let go, and that is what 
so many suicides are. Yep, this piece has 
been so fun I decided to increase the 
rhythm of the beat by rewarding you for 
reading this far with suicide. It is a real 
Herb like move. I told you Herb was the 
absolute worst. 
     We all know or have known of 
someone who committed suicide. A very 
infamous case is Robin Williams. A man 
who after years of battling his sea’s pull 
succumbed after having loved and been 
loved by millions for longer than I have 

lived. When 
you heard of 
his passing 
you may have 
thought: why? 
When I learned 
of his passing 
I felt fear. If 
Robin Williams 
couldn’t beat 
the pull, 
if Marilyn 
Monroe, if 
Vincent Van 
Gogh, Hunter 
S. Thompson, 

Ernest Hemingway, Amy Winehouse, 
Sigmund Freud, and Alan Turing fell 
to fatigue in the sea, is it an inevitable 
fate that someday I won’t be able to 
resurface? 
     I often feel that death is a hunter. 
It hides in the tall grass as I go about 
my days. As I play and live it hunts and 
waits for the perfect moment to take the 
shot. Being unique is not always fun. 
Some see a unicorn in the forest and are 
struck by its majesty. Some see a trophy, 
something to hunt. Make no mistake 
death is the later.  
     In a moment that I am weak, where 

“Below the surface of 
my sea is a riptide. I can 
swim but at the sea floor 

of my mind a crack in the 
earth pulls me down to 

it.”

“I often feel that death is a 
hunter. It hides in the tall 

grass as I go about my days. 
As I play and live it hunts 
and waits for the perfect 
moment to take the shot.”

“What I find more 
powerful than the 
sentiment above is 

watching my nieces and 
nephews grow, the joy 

of making friends laugh 
so hard they cry, and 
the warmth of a good 

hug.”
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my soul is fatigued, and my mind too 
tired to hear the rustling of the hunter 
in the brush, 
it will finally 
have its trophy 
and I will not 
resurface. I don’t 
want to drown 
and I have no 
intention of 
doing so, but 
I must stay 
mindful that below the water’s surface 
rests a pull that could, if I don’t stay 
mindful of it, take me.
     Everyone who knows someone like 
me worries that their loved one may not 
resurface someday. The love you have 
desires to protect them. Worst yet if they 
don’t return to the surface you wonder 
what you could have done. The truth 
is there are no magic words or actions. 
When my strength falters in the sea, 
love pulls me up. Not just being loved 
but having love in my heart for those I 
share my life with. My nieces Sierra and 
Victoria, friends and family wrap around 
me like a life vest that acts to bring me 
back up even while I am being pulled 
down. That is my secret weapon: love. In 
the darkest, 
blackest 
part of the 
sea it is like 
bubbles 
of air that 
quicken my 
swim away 
from the 
seafloor.
     No two minds are the same though 
and what allows me to resurface may not 
work for another. Many who are loved 
do not resurface. The best thing to do, 
maybe, is to just live and love while we 
are here. 

     For those like me, living in fear of the 
future is dangerous. If we spend too long 

looking into the sea, we 
don’t see the waves coming 
and eventually 
find ourselves 
unprepared. 
We, too, 
should not 
pretend 
that the sea 
is without 

danger. We need to talk to those who 
wish to help and monitor ourselves 
to know when the big waves may be 
coming and stretch for the swim. I must 
always be ready to counter the pull of 
the sea with the pull of the light that is 
the love in my life.
     Oscar Wilde wrote in “Canterville 
Ghost”: “Death must be so beautiful. 
To lie in the soft brown 
earth, with the grasses 
waving above one’s head, 
and listen to silence. To 
have no yesterday, and 
no to-morrow. To forget 
time, to forgive life, to be 
at peace.” 
      Indeed there are moments where 

these words speak to me in 
ways that my loved ones wish 
they did not, but they do. 
What I find more powerful 
than the sentiment above 
is watching my nieces and 
nephews grow, the joy of 
making friends laugh so hard 
they cry, and the warmth of a 

good hug. I do fear that someday these 
sentiments won’t be enough and that 
fatigue will take me to a depth I cannot 
resurface in time from. We all have fears 
and we cannot let these fears rule our 
life. I cannot traverse my life in fear of 
an outcome that may never come to be. 

The World Health Organization has 
reported estimations of the number of 
people living with depression globally at 
350 million. That is a larger population 

than lives in the 
United States. 
I do not often 
wish to be the 
sole anything 
but I do wish 
I was the only 
one living with 

depression. 
      If I had the words to ease the fear for 
those like myself and their loved ones 
I would share them. Those words don’t 
exist though. As I said above there are 
no magic words and no two souls are 
the same. What I have to share is hope. 
I don’t know what my future is anymore 
than you know your own. Maybe I 

drown in the sea 
like the names 
above. Maybe years 
from now I will sit 
in a movie theater 
on Mars after 
watching “Avengers 
12: Avenged” at the 

age of 99. As I sit  in my Make Tony 
Stark Great Again cotton blend shirt, 
I say, “Loki again, That’s it I am out.” 
and go to sleep like at the end of the 
notebook with a space soda on one side 
and half eaten bag of Reece’s Pieces on 
the other.
     How we end or begin are fairly 
frivolous things. What matters is the 
content between each outcome. Live and 
love with no apologies. Don’t hesitate to 
laugh, hug, high five, toast, fist bump or 
share joy with friends and family. That 
is my life and it is a good one, in fact it 
is great one, and no riptide can change 
that. 

“There are no magic 
words and no two 
souls are the same. 

What I have to share 
is hope.”

“That is my 
secret weapon: 

love.”

“The best thing to 
do, maybe, is to 
just live and love 

while we are here.”

“We all have fears 
and we cannot let 
these fears rule our 

life.”
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I can remember back to my freshman year of 
high school. There I was, sitting at my kitchen 
table trying to do my math homework. I 

would just sit there, staring at the wall with my 
homework in front of me, thinking of things 
unrelated to my homework. Two hours went by 
and I only had one problem done. Situations like 
this happened all the time. I thought to myself, 
this can’t be normal.
     I couldn’t pay attention at basketball practice 
either. My coach would always yell at me for 
getting distracted, but it was something I couldn’t 
help. During my sophomore year of high school, 

my mom began to notice my symptoms as well. I 
couldn’t focus on anything, especially homework. 
I would get so distracted. I finally went to see 
a doctor so I could get tested for ADHD. I had 
to take a series of tests and evaluations and 
after numerous trips to the doctor I was finally 
diagnosed with ADHD. 
     Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder(ADHD) is a brain disorder that includes 
inattention, hyperactivity, and impulse behavior.
     Since I was diagnosed with ADHD, I had been 
prescribed medication called Adderall. Adderall 
contains amphetamine and dextroamphetamine. 

Amphetamine and dextroamphetamine are 
stimulants in the central nervous system that 
affect chemicals in the brain to increase the ability 
to pay attention, stay focused on activities, and 
control behavior. 
     I spoke with Dr. Adelle Cadieux, a pediatric 
psychologist at Helen Devos Children’s Hospital. 
She said, “For people with ADHD, the prefrontal 
lobe in the brain is developing at a slower rate 
than people without ADHD. That is the part that 
involves focus, attention, motivation, planning, 
organizing, and synthesizing information.” Many 
people think that ADHD doesn’t actually exist, 
but it does. There is a chemical imbalance in 
the brain of a person with ADHD. “Everybody 
has some focusing problems, but someone with 
ADHD has a greater difficulty focusing. Their 
thoughts are going from one thought to another 
thought to another thought,” Dr. Cadieux said.
     My teachers had to evaluate me to see if the 
medication was working and it was evident that 
it was. Since I started taking Adderall, I became 
so much more focused and my grades improved 
tremendously. I went from having a 2.7 GPA to 
a 3.2 GPA. I never was able to focus in math and 
I got a D my freshman year of high school. Ever 
since then, I always got A’s in my math classes. 
     There are some side effects to Adderall, such 
as decreased appetite, weight loss, restlessness, 
anxiety, nervousness, excitability, etc. I lost 25 
pounds when I started taking Adderall. I suffered 
from these symptoms, but I learned how to cope 
with them and I overcame them. I now make sure 
I eat every meal so I can get the nutrients I need. 
Now, whenever I need to, I take an all natural 
substance called melatonin which helps me sleep 
at night, and I have gone to counseling sessions to 
improve my anxiety. 
     The positives definitely outway the negatives. 
I would have never been able to accomplish 
the things I did without medication. I think 
anyone who feels they might suffer from ADHD 
should get tested so they can receive the proper 
medication/treatment to help improve their 
concentration and impulsivity. It can lead to an 
overall better lifestyle.

Living with ADHD
By Courtney Zenner
Photo by Nathan Bidwell
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Necklace of Worth
By Kendra Turley

Photo by Nathan Bidwell
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“I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to put 
her down on Friday.”
Those words rattled around my 

14-year-old brain like a broken bell, each 
word hurting my heart with a painful, out 
of tune ding. I remember looking at my 
mother in absolute shock, then looking at 
our grey, arthritis ridden, decrepit old dog, 
and bursting into tears. I knew she was right, 
Allie was 16. That was ancient in dog years, 
and it was a miracle that she had been healthy 
and lively up until this point. She had been 
living for the past month off baby food and 
scrambled eggs and could no longer walk. It 
was her time to go. 
     Unfortunately, this wasn’t the first of my 
losses or the first time I had grieved. We lost 
my great grandfather only a year before. To 
middle-school-me, the fact that I had been 
to one funeral and now had to mourn the 
only pet I had ever known felt like the end 
of the world. And yet, little did I know the 
nightmare that was soon to hit. 
     Freshman year, during the week of 
midterms, was the next time my world 
turned upside down. Instead of studying and 
worrying about my first high school exams, 
I was spending my time at the nursing home 

or sitting in my room crying. My grandfather 
had been dealing with Alzheimer’s disease 
for the past three years. He had been able 
to handle it pretty well so far, but after he 
fell and hit his head on the sidewalk and got 
pneumonia as well, he had deteriorated to the 
point where he could barely speak and didn’t 
even recognize any of us anymore. Any day 
now, he would be gone. 
     On the last day I saw him alive, he could 

no longer speak in coherent sentences. My 
mother gathered us grandkids in the hallway, 
and one by one, we went into the room and 
said goodbye. I remember walking in and 
seeing him sitting up in bed. He smiled at me 
and tried to say something, but he couldn’t 
get the words out. I swallowed back my tears 
and told myself that I would be strong for 
both of us. I hugged him tight, feeling how 
weak his embrace was. I felt the familiar sting 
of his glasses against my face, the slight pull 
as my hair became caught in the frames. He 
mumbled something else, which I still to this 
day don’t understand. But it was quiet, and 
full of love. And I knew then I couldn’t hold 
in the tears anymore. I kissed his cheek and 
ran out of the room, collapsed in a chair, and 
sobbed. 
     With two funerals now under my young 
teenage belt, I felt the strain and sadness of 
all of the grief I’d ever encountered weighing 
me down. Most people have attended at least 
one funeral in their lives, and I think I speak 
for all of the human population when I say 
that it’s a negative, draining, melancholy 
experience. And as a young teen, I was already 
dealing with trying to figure out middle 
school and high school and where exactly I 
fit into the world. Struggling with grief at the 
same time as all of this wasn’t exactly ideal, 
but I told myself I would be strong. I told 
myself I could do this. I told myself things 
would be okay. 
     Sophomore year came, and we lost my 
great-grandmother. It was starting to feel 
like a curse on my family, losing one person 
every year. Most of my friends still had their 
grandparents and great-grandparents in their 
lives and they were shocked at the fact that I 
had attended three funerals in the past three 
years. Another funeral came and went, and 
again, I told myself I would be strong, and 
that things would be okay. 
     The summer after junior year, and before 
senior year, I was finally starting to feel 
comfortable with the future again. Everyone 

“I told myself I would be 
strong. I told myself I could 
do this. I told myself things 

would be okay.”

in my family seemed to be doing well, and I 
had stopped feeling the weight of sorrow on 
my shoulders. I had stopped thinking about 
all of the negative “what ifs” and was turning 
my attention more towards positive “I cans.” 
I was happy, and excited for the next step in 
life. 
     Until I woke up one July morning to my 
mother standing over me, sobbing. Eyes and 
brain blurry with sleep, I didn’t fully process 
what she was saying at first. After a few 

minutes I finally understood what she was 
saying, but even then I didn’t fully process the 
pain of her words. 
     “Uncle Merl had a heart attack last night.”
     I crawled out of bed and hugged my mom 
tight, saying how sorry I was. It wasn’t until I 
got up and locked the bathroom door behind 
me that my heart broke and the tears came 
in waves and I, quite literally, hit the wall. 
My great uncle Merl had become a father 
figure to my mother, and after the loss of my 
grandfather, he had slowly started to fill that 
gap for me, too. He was only in his 60’s and 
still had a lot more to give the world. I wasn’t 
ready to say goodbye. 
      The next week was filled with visitations, 
comforting my cousins, and hearing “I’m 
sorry for your loss” on repeat from friends 
and strangers alike. After hearing that same 
phrase over and over, especially over several 
years, you learn to tune it out, and it loses its 
meaning. People are apologizing, but what are 

“After hearing that same 
phrase over and over, 

especially over several years, 
you learn to tune it out, 
and it loses its meaning. 
People are apologizing, 
but what are they really 

apologizing for?”
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     But I wasn’t truly enjoying it, and I was 
doing way too much. I was using all those 
activities as fillers, as escapes from my head, 
as escapes from the negativity that threatened 
to take over. I was using them to simply pass 
the time. I wasn’t happy, I wasn’t living in the 
moment anymore. I was simply surviving.
      That October, one of my neighbors asked 
me to go to Grand Rapids Comic Con with 
her. I had been to the event the year before, 
but wasn’t sure I could clear my schedule to 
attend. Taylor was 
practically begging 
on her hands and 
knees to go, and 
was ecstatic when 
I finally said yes. 
Something in my 
gut was telling me to 
go, telling me that I 
needed this.
     We left early 
Saturday morning 
since the venue was downtown and opened at 
9 a.m. and we knew parking would be hard 
to find. The moment we walked into DeVos 
Place, Taylor’s eyes were the size of saucers. 
She was excited and enjoying every second 
of the convention. I, however, was trying 
to figure out the lost feeling in my chest. I 
felt like I was searching for something, but I 
didn’t know what.
     We wandered the vendor booths, admiring 
the fanmade products and paintings. We 
hadn’t really stopped at any until we reached 
a middle-age couple, who were encouraging 
people to buy their jewelry. I leaned over their 
table, admiring their rings, bracelets, and 
necklaces from well-known movies and comic 
books. Taylor had grabbed a Captain America 
pocket watch and was motioning for me to 
look at the necklaces with her. I walked over 
and glanced at the Captain America shield, 
Hunger Games pin, and Thor’s hammer 
necklace. All three were stunning and clearly 
crafted carefully. I wanted all three, but I 

they really apologizing for? They did nothing 
to cause the death of your loved one, and they 
can’t bring them back. Are they apologizing 
for the fact that you’re grieving? Maybe, but 
again, they didn’t do anything to cause it. So 
why are they apologizing at all? 
     My great-uncle’s funeral was perhaps the 
most emotional and painful one I have ever 
experienced thus far in my short life. He was 
well known throughout the small town where 
he and my great aunt lived, since he was 
an appliance repair man and also a farmer. 
The church was completely packed with old 
clients, friends, and family. My cousins and 
I sat in the pews at the front with the rest 
of the family. Due to the fact that his death 
was so sudden and unexpected, most people 
were in shock. My cousins were either sitting 
there quiet and wide-eyed, or sobbing hard. 
This was their grandfather, and I had never 
seen a more tight knit group of grandkids and 
grandparents. I knew exactly the pain they 
were feeling. I had experienced it only two 
years before. 
     When the service was done, we all 
gathered back at the church for a luncheon. I 
remember sitting with my cousins and trying 
to put a smile on my face, for their sake much 
more than my own. When the lunch was 
done and we headed back home, I was more 
than excited to change out of my black dress 
and into something comfy to try to enjoy the 
rest of the day. 
     I spent the remainder of the summer 
trying to keep myself as busy as possible 
with friends and preparing for senior year. I 
knew the busier I was, the less time my mind 
would have to dwell on the darkness and the 
negatives. So I went non-stop for almost all 
of August. 
     Then it was September, and I was thrust 
back into the world of stress and homework, 
only this time with college and graduation 
hanging over my head. I busied myself once 
again, this time in school, all the senior year 
activities, babysitting, and my future. 

knew I would only end up wearing one. I 
could feel that ache in my chest still, like I 
was searching for something. It was stronger 
here. 
     I picked up Thor’s hammer and swung the 
chain from my hand. The man behind the 
counter chuckled and asked, “Are you worthy 
of the hammer?”
     I smiled and answered, “I guess I am.” 
     In the Marvel Comics, the story is that 
Thor is the only one who can lift and use his 

hammer because he is the only 
one worthy of its power. This 
is one part of his story that has 
always stuck with me, and I 
didn’t understand why until 
that weekend. 
     I purchased that necklace 
and put it on the moment 
the receipt was in my hand. 
Suddenly, the lost feeling 
was gone, and the weight was 
off my shoulders. I felt okay 

again. 
     The rest of senior year, I found myself 
reaching for the necklace, playing with it 
randomly, and gripping it tightly when things 
got hard. It became a daily reminder to keep 
going, to focus on the good, and to remember 
that I am worthy of happiness. To remember 
that I am worth it.
     In previous years, after someone passed, 
I was terrified for the future, waiting for this 
“curse” or whatever it is, to strike again. It 
had become an expectation, a pattern, if you 
will, of someone I love passing every year. 
I’ve spent all of 2016 waiting for the curse 
to strike, living in fear every day that one of 
my family members or close friends will drop 
dead at my feet.
     But I’m not scared anymore. 
     I know that even if I do suddenly lose 
someone I love, things will be okay. Because 
I can do this. I can handle this life, because I 
am worthy of love, and life, and happiness. 
    I am worth it.

“It became a daily 
reminder to keep going, 

to focus on the good, 
and to remember that I 
am worthy of happiness. 
To remember that I am 

worth it.”
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Unexpected
By Jordyn Horton

Photo by Nathan Bidwell
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January 29, 2013 started out as a normal day. 
I woke up at 7 a.m. to go to school and my 
mom left for work. At the time I was 15, and 

a sophomore in high school. When the school 
day was over I went home, worked on homework, 
watched some television, and waited for my 
mom to get home from work. It was late in the 
evening and she 
still wasn’t home. 
I thought it was 
strange that she 
hadn’t even called 
me to tell me that 
she was on her 
way home from 
work, like she 
usually did. That 
day soon turned into the worst day of my life. 
     Finally my mom came home. She walked 
through the front door, set her bags down, and 
walked into the living room where I was sitting, 
watching television. I was happy to see her but 
she looked upset. My mom told me that my 
aunt called her earlier in the day. I could tell 
something happened to my dad. Before my mom 
could say anything else I said, “my dad died.” 
She nodded. At that moment, it felt like the 
world stopped. I was in shock, I couldn’t breathe, 
I couldn’t speak, I was numb. I couldn’t even cry 
at first because I couldn’t believe it. My mind was 
racing, all I could think about were memories of 
my dad. My dad’s death was unexpected and I 
couldn’t imagine my life without him. 
     From that moment on, I knew that my life 
would never be the same. The last time I saw 
my dad was at his house in Lansing, just a few 
months before he passed away. At his house he 
had guitars, keyboards, drums, and other types 
of music equipment. He had a passion for music 
and so did I. The last time I was with my dad, 
I listened to some of his music and we recorded 
some songs. I think about that day a lot because 
the last memory I have of my dad is from that 
day. After he died, it was hard for me to accept 
the fact that I would never see or talk to him 
again. It was hard knowing that my dad was no 

about Marcus almost my entire life and it was 
exciting to finally talk to him, but we had to 
wait to meet each other. Marcus is in the United 
States Army. At the time, he was stationed in 
Germany and he was not coming home until 
December. 
     In the meantime, we talked to each other 
quite a bit. We wanted to get to know each other 
and he wanted to know more about Eric, our 
dad, and our dad’s side of the family. After nearly 
eight months of waiting, Marcus was home and 
the three of us met each other in person for the 
first time. The moment was bittersweet. It was 
exciting, yet sad. We wished our dad could have 
been there to see the three of us together, because 
that was important to our dad. He always hoped 
to see all of us together and he wanted be a part 
of all of our lives, but he never got the chance.
      We tried not to let anything keep us from 
enjoying the few days we had together. The first 
night we met, the three of us wanted to have fun 
and celebrate our dad. We went out to dinner 
and shared some of the best memories we had 
of our dad. The next few days we just spent 
time together. We went bowling, we went to the 

movies, and spent some 
time downtown. We had 
our entire lives to catch 
up on, so we did a lot of 
talking and laughing. It 
was cool talking to my 
brothers because I could 
see our dad in both of 
them. Some of their 
mannerisms were the 
same as his, and it was 
nice to see that. After the 
holidays, Marcus had to 

go back to Germany. It was hard saying goodbye 
to my brother I just met, and knowing that I 
would not be able to see him for almost another 
year. The three of us became very close, and I am 
thankful for that. Meeting each other in person 
strengthened our relationship and brought us all 
closer together. I am grateful for the time we had 
together and the memories we made.

longer here. 
     I thought a lot about my childhood after 
my dad died, and I reminisced about the time 
I spent with him as a child. I have many great 
memories of my dad, but I also remember some 
of the not so great times we shared. I was born 
in Lansing and I lived there for most of my 

childhood. When I was 3, my 
mom and dad separated. From 
that point on I lived with my 
mom. When I was 10, my mom 
and I moved to Grand Rapids, 
but my dad stayed in Lansing. 
     My dad did not always make 
the best decisions. Sometimes 
he spent time in jail as a result 
of the choices he made. It was 

tough visiting my dad in jail. I could only visit 
him once a week for 20 minutes. Seeing the 
difficult life that my dad lived made me realize 
that I did not want to live the same way he 
did. However, I believe that the mistakes and 
decisions he made along with the challenges he 
endured, impacted my life for the better. My 
dad shaped me into the person I have become 
today. He was very 
encouraging and he always 
wanted the best for his 
children. Some of my 
dad’s choices prevented 
him from achieving his 
goals, but he never stopped 
encouraging me to fulfill 
my aspirations.
     A little over two years 
after my dad passed away, 
just a few days before my 
high school graduation, I 
received an unexpected message on Facebook. 
The message was from my eldest half-brother, 
Marcus. Prior to that day, Marcus didn’t know 
that I was his sister, or that he had a half-brother 
Eric. He also did not know that we all had the 
same dad. I’ve known since I was 5 that I had 
two older brothers, but Marcus had just found 
out that he was a part of another family. I knew 

“It was cool talking to 
my brothers because I 

could see our dad in both 
of them. Some of their 
mannerisms were the 

same as his, and it was 
nice to see that.”

“Some of my dad’s 
choices prevented him 

from achieving his goals, 
but he never stopped 

encouraging me to fulfill 
my aspirations.”
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My whole life I have always been 
somewhere in the middle, a 
middle student, a middle child 

(with three brothers may I add), and even 
when it came to my looks. I always felt just 
stuck in the in between of being too heavy to 
be thin but too thin to be considered heavy. 
As I grew up I realized that meant that I was 
“thick,” but I did not always take too kindly 
to the term. For those of you who don’t 
know, thick, according to urban dictionary 
means, “a girl who isn’t fat or skinny, but is 
well-proportioned, has enough meat on her 
bones in all the right places.” I mean I was 
a 15-year-old girl went from a small town 
school with a class of 75 to a larger city with 
a primarily affluent population.  My school 
had so many skinny girls, and even more 
athletic girls that I idolized. At that time, 
being curvy is not what I wanted to be. 
     I remember it like it was yesterday. The 
first time I purged. I was a freshman in 
high school, I hopped off the big, yellow 
school bus, tummy grumbling because I 
hadn’t eaten since the night before. At the 
time I had already been down five pounds 
in three weeks because I refused to eat 
meals. I walked into my warm, cozy home, 
a cinnamon candle burning on top of the 
stove. I checked in the fridge, like I always 
did. I warmed up a Little Caesars breadstick 
and munched on it eagerly as I danced 
around the kitchen. Then I saw that my dad 
had bought honey smacks cereal, which was 
one of my favorites. I ate them eagerly but 
was overwhelmed with guilt once I realized 
I had eaten over 500 calories in less than 
15 minutes. I felt like I failed myself, but I 
remembered seeing something in health class 
about how girls would purge to get rid of 
food they would binge eat. This one incident 
would spiral into about a four-year, secret 
epidemic where I would develop bulimia, 
depression and even self-harm tendencies. 
     But my story isn’t like most. I went 
almost four years untreated. And to this day, 
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I haven’t been treated. Up until recently, my 
family didn’t even know. I wish I would’ve 
gotten treatment. I wish I would’ve called 
out for help. I know that once I recognized 
that I had a problem, it would have only 
gotten better.  Throughout my journey, I 
developed depression and anxiety that I was 
treated unsuccessfully for. I tried therapy, 
medication, nothing really worked. I didn’t 
get the big moment where I felt healed, I 
didn’t have a huge breakthrough. I worked 
on myself, and it was 
a slow process. I mean 
a journey to self love 
is a process, we all 
know that. But it was 
effective. So when I 
turned 17, I developed 
a three steps to self-
love, that I live by until this day. So if you 
struggle with self-love, eating disorders, 
Body Dysmorphic Disorder or any other 
mental illness, in addition to professional 
treatment, here are my Three Steps to Self 
Love. 
     Step One: Negative words bring negative 
thoughts. Get rid of them. 
     I found myself saying out loud to myself 
and even in casual conversation about 
how much I hated the way I looked, with 
comments about how ugly I was and how fat 
I was. My friends started pointing out how 
much I would say nasty things about myself. 
So one day I decided to treat myself how I 
treated my closest friends. To treat myself 
with love and care, to be sensitive to my own 
feelings. I noticed a change right away, I 
smiled more, I laughed more without being 
insecure about my smile. I found myself 
being kinder to other people. Be kinder 
to yourself and it opens the door to being 
kinder to other people.
     Step Two: Healthy Body = Healthy 
Mind. 
     The thing I did that helped the most was 
watching what I ate and regular exercise. 

Exercising releases endorphins to the brain 
which increases brain activity. I always felt 
more energized and ready to tackle the day 
after a good hour workout. When you feel 
your body getting stronger, your mental 
health gets stronger too, because exercising 
strengthens all parts of the body. Eating 
right also helped. No, I didn’t meal prep, 
or count macros. I just ate everything in 
moderation, I bought energy bars and lots of 
fruit and veggies. I encouraged my parents 

to eat better too. 
I bought reusable 
water bottles from 
the dollar store and 
refilled it at least 
4 times a day. You 
might not become 
the next Instagram 

famous fitness guru, but you may find a little 
bit more self confidence in the fact that you 
take care of your mind and body. 
     Step Three: Be Yourself. 
     Yes it’s cliché, Yes, it’s the same thing 
your mom’s been telling you your whole life, 
but it does work. You are the only person 
you spend every day with, from the moment 
you are born to the moment you die. You 
spend nearly a 100 years with yourself, so 
why spend it hating yourself and your body? 
Why spend the little time we have wanting 
to be someone else? So find what you love 
and do that, spend time with positive people, 
be a positive person. Smile at strangers, or 
don’t, it’s up to you, as long as you stay true 
to yourself. Life is about the little things, not 
the few big things. Once you discover who 
you are, and love every inch of that person, 
flaws and all, nothing can stop you or break 
you down.  
     What helped the most in this process was 
the positive words I got from people in my 
life. My friends and family would always 
tell me how healthy I looked! It made me so 
happy to finally have control over my body. 
But what hurt the most in my recovery was 

putting weight back on, I cried and cried 
every time I weighed myself. Seeing that 
number go up made me feel so defeated. 
It was so bittersweet, I was happy to be 
defeating my eating disorder, but I felt like 
we had become friends. It kept me beautiful, 
and I kept it alive. But no little girl should 
make friends with self-hate. It hurt to let go 
of my eating disorder, but it felt even better 
to finally be free from its grasp.
     I am 20 years old now and I have been 
relapse-free for a year. I am an advocate of 
kindness. I didn’t get to this place because I 
wanted to be thin and beautiful, I got to this 
place because I wanted to be comfortable in 
my curvy size eight to ten jean size. Looks 
do matter but like my mantra says. “I’d 
rather be soul food than eye candy.”

If you or someone you know is 
struggling with an eating disorder 
please seek help. 

Here are some resources around the 
Grand Rapids area. 

Eating Disorders Support Group at 
Forest View:
2nd and 4th Mondays, 7:00 p.m. to 
8:00 p.m.
For more information, please call 
616.942.9610.

National Suicide Prevention Hotline:
1-800-273-8255

For Teens: Teen Eating and Body 
Image Support Group
For Adults: Eating and Body Image 
Support Group
Calvary Church
707 East Beltline, NE
Grand Rapids, MI, 49525
Contact: Jennifer Lane
Email: mieatingdisordersalliance@
gmail.com

“I’ d rather be 
soul food than eye 

candy.”
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Every college student has 
experienced stress from exams, 
papers, projects, and work in 
between. In addition to all of this, 

some are raising children. 
     Nygie Pegues, 26, of Grand Rapids, is 
a student and employee at Grand Rapids 
Community College. Pegues gave birth to 
her son, Ny’keem Gibison, on Jan. 10, 2012. 
Pegues said that when she found out that she 
was pregnant, she was nervous. 
     She said that she was worried about 
whether or not she would be able to provide 
enough for Ny’keem. Pegues said that her 

mother and current boyfriend have been a 
huge help and support system while she was 
raising Ny’keem. 
     “My son is my motivation,” Pegues said. 
“I want to be a good mother to my son and 
teach him well.”
     Pegues said that even though raising 
Ny’keem as a single parent, employee and 
student can be difficult, having him has 
helped her grow as an individual. 
     “I love seeing my son play with my 
iPhone,” Pegues said. “It’s amazing to see 
Ny’keem play and learn.”
     “It’s hard,” Pegues said. “But I learned 

that I can’t make up excuses. I need to be 
there for him.”
     Just like Pegues, Chaka White, 38, of 
Grand Rapids, is a single mother of five 
children. White is an employee at GRCC 
and attends classes at Grand Valley State 
University. Her children are Steven, 21, 
Stephon, 18, Jeriel, 14, Josiah, 11 and 
Shechinah, 9.
     The hardest part of being a single 
mother, White said, was having to deal 
with everything that both her and her 
kids had going on. With White working 
and going to class, she would have to 
rush to go to her childrens’ parent-teacher 
conferences, sports events and help with 
homework.
     “I never anticipated becoming a single 
mother,” White said “I got divorced from 
my husband in 2010.”
     White said that it was very stressful.
     ”I had no time to spend with my kids,” 
White said, adding that they would help 
make dinner to make it easier for her. “As 
they became older, they became more 
independent and understanding.”
     White said she made it a priority to 
tell and show them that education is 
important. She encouraged her children 
to get a good education before having 
children. 
     “I want them to learn from their 
mistakes as well as my own,” White said. “I 
want them to be a good role model.”
     White said that her favorite thing to 
do with her children is to get together for 
Sunday dinner. 
     “It’s a must to have Sunday dinner 
together,” White said. “It’s the only time 
we’re all together and we can share what 
we’ve been doing and have fun.”
     White offers this advice to other single 
mothers: “Remember that it’s okay to have 
some alone time. I always felt bad about 
wanting to be alone, but it’s really okay.”

By Rachael Yadlowsky
Photos courtesy of  Chaka White

Balancing Act: Single 
Parenting and College
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Today, I am who I choose to be. While 
that may not sound like much to most 
people, those words took years for me 

to say. It’s the fall 2016 semester here at Grand 
Rapids Community College, but it isn’t my first 
semester in school. It is however, my first semester 
going to school for what I want. This time around 
I am not doing what my parents want me to do, 
I’m focusing on me. 
     I graduated from high school in 2011. My 
body was full of nerves and excitement as I waited 
in line for my diploma. I wasn’t nervous about 
walking across the stage in front of everyone. I 
was nervous about what was going to happen 
in the weeks to follow, and excited to finally be 
away from most of the people in my class. My 
high school experience wasn’t amazing. The four 
years there were rough.  For years I was bullied 
by a group of people I once called my friends 

who decided I no longer fit in with them. While 
we could have just gone our separate ways, they 
instead chose to make sure that I hated going 
to school. I spent my last few years of high 
school ignoring almost everyone and defending 
myself. So when my name was called and I got 
that diploma, at least one of my problems was 
solved. Unfortunately, my other problem was just 
beginning.
     After graduation I was expected to start at 
Baker College for Radiologic Technology. I had 
no interest in moving two hours away from my 
boyfriend or my family. In fact, I had no interest 
in Radiologic Technology. I had no interest in 
pursuing a career in the medical field, but my 
parents did. My dad chose my major. He wasn’t 
paying for my education but I still let him decide. 
I didn’t want to disappoint him or my mom. I 
wanted to stand up for myself but, like the many 
times I had tried before, I knew it was no use. My 

Choosing Me
By Kosha Oswald

Photo by Nathan Bidwell

 “This time I am not doing 
what my parents want me 
to do, I’m focusing on me.”
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choice was to argue with my parents or accept 
their wishes. I realize now that I made the wrong 
choice, but it seemed like the easier choice at the 
time. I had dealt with enough drama in the last 
few years and didn’t want to deal with more. 
     So, in September of 2011, I moved two hours 

south to Owosso. I was nervous and frustrated 
with myself. I acted like I was excited when I was 
around my parents and siblings. I thought if I 
acted happy about it, I would be. The first few 
weeks were hard, being away from the people I 
had seen every day for the last 18 years. As time 
went on though, I made friends and went to 
classes and did my best. I did great in classes and 
I kind of enjoyed them. I knew I didn’t love it, but 
everyone was so proud of me for doing so well. I 
finished classes after two years and then moved 
onto a nine-month internship. 
     I was assigned to a hospital in Reed City. This 
meant that once again, I had to move to another 
area where I knew no one. I would also have to 
do an unpaid nine month internship to learn a 
job I didn’t even want. Only this time I decided 
things would be different. I decided I wasn’t going 
to do it alone. I didn’t want to. I knew it would 
upset my parents, but I had my boyfriend move 
in with me. I told myself that I deserved it. I was 
doing the career they wanted me to do, I should 
get something out of it. My parents, as expected, 
were not on board with the idea, only visiting 
twice and not staying long either time. But for 
those nine months I lived with my boyfriend and 
learned Radiologic Technology (X-ray).
     In 2014, I graduated with my degree and was 
optimistic about the future. I looked for a job in 
X-ray back home in Midland but with only one 
local hospital, I had no luck. I still needed a job. 

So, I decided to work as a nanny until I found 
something. It was a great job and I loved it. I 
was actually happy doing it. My parents weren’t 
though. Obviously, they were unsatisfied and kept 
on me about getting an X-ray job. They seemed 
to think that jobs just fell into your lap. It was so 
frustrating to deal with their disappointment after 
everything I had done just for them. 
     For the last three years, in order to make 
them happy, I had abandoned my dreams and it 
still wasn’t enough. We barely talked for a year 
because when we did they always seemed so 
disappointed in me. We would argue and most 
times I would end up leaving upset. I felt like I 
wasn’t good enough for them, and I was sick of 
feeling that way. I was tired of feeling like I had 
to please everyone, while letting myself down 
in the process. I realized that I needed to make 
a change. I was sick of letting them and other 
people influence how I saw myself and the choices 
I made. I decided to surround myself with people 
who supported me and wanted me to be happy.
     In 2015, my boyfriend and I moved to Grand 
Rapids so he could go to school. We lived close 
to the Medical Mile and since I had done all that 
work to receive my certification, I actively looked 
for a job in X-ray.  I had some luck and obtained 
a position at Spectrum Health in Greenville. My 
parents were ecstatic. They were finally proud of 
me again, but I wasn’t proud of myself. The job 

wasn’t what I wanted and I would come home 
everyday in the worst mood. I decided after just 
a few weeks that I couldn’t do it anymore. My 
parents were once again disappointed in me. But 
luckily my boyfriend wasn’t. He was the most 
supportive person of my choices and just wanted 
me to be happy, as he always had.

     We got engaged in October of 2015 and 
married in January of 2016. I faced criticism from 
my parents yet again about this life decision.  
They seemed especially unhappy about the short 
engagement, but after being together for eight 
years a long engagement seemed pointless. I also 

decided that it was our decision when we got 
married, not my parents. After getting engaged, I 
went back to being a nanny for a bit and enjoyed 
it. Until I decided that I was going to go back to 
school. 
     I had always enjoyed writing. At one point I 
intended on studying journalism until I let my 
parents talk me out of it. I thought it was too 
late for me to do what I wanted, but my husband 
encouraged me to follow my heart.
     Now I am back in school. My major is 
communications and I love it. I love that I am 
doing what I want and finally sticking up for 
myself. I used to always think of what other 
people wanted and how it would affect them. I 
don’t want to say I’m selfish, I’m just no longer 
a pushover. I spent so long trying to make other 
people happy even if it meant I wasn’t. I am 
choosing not to do that anymore. I love my 
parents and my family, but I need to do what’s 
best for me. I’m not the same girl I used to be. I’m 
the woman that stands up for herself, that sets her 
own goals and goes for them. 
     Today I am the woman I want to be, on the 
path I want to take. I want to encourage everyone 
to make the choices in life that they feel is best for 
them. Don’t let other people make your decisions 
for you or define who you are. Your happiness is 
important and you deserve it. 

 “For the last three years, 
in order to make them 

happy, I had abandoned 
my dreams and it still 

wasn’t enough.”

 “Don’t let other people 
make your decisions for 
you or define who you 
are. Your happiness is 

important and you deserve 
it.”

 “I had no interest in 
pursuing a career in the 
medical field, but my 

parents did. My dad chose 
my major.”
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I can’t really remember when my mother 
first told me I was special. It was 
probably when I was still too young 

to remember anything. My mom wasn’t 
the only one to call me special, my three 
older brothers always joked about me being 
a different kind of special and called me 
stupid. That’s what older brothers do though, 
they pick on their little sister, but only they 
get to. It never bothered me until I had to go 
into speech class in the first grade. I couldn’t 
pronounce the letter ‘r’ properly, and all 
three of my brothers have an r in their name 

somewhere. They stopped making fun of my 
speech once they learned I was getting help 
for it. The letter ‘r’ wasn’t my only problem 
in first grade. I couldn’t read sight words: as, 
a, an, I, am, was, and, us, all. Those weren’t 
the only things I couldn’t read either.
     My second and third grade teacher 
observed me throughout every class and 
noticed something was different about 
me. One day when all the other kids 
were reading their book assignments, she 
called me up to her desk. My heart started 
pounding. Had I done something wrong? 

No, it was nothing that I had done. She 
wanted me to read a couple of words that 
any third grader should know, and it was 
then that I knew I was caught. I stared at 
the paper and felt my face getting hot with 
embarrassment. I looked back at her with 
tears in my eyes, and she told me it was okay. 
She wrote a note for me to give to my parents 
which I gave them once I got home. My 
mother read the note, looked at my father, 
and back at me. She smiled at me and told 
me that I was her special little butterfly.
     How had an 8-year-old gone through 

By Ashley Pell
Photo by Nathan Bidwell

Mom’s Special Little Butterfly
One student talks about having to become her own advocate for her learning disability. 
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four years of school and no teacher realized 
she couldn’t read? I had my ways. I was very 
observant in class and did what the other 
kids were doing. I also had great listening 
skills and paid close attention to every word 
that came out of my teachers’ mouths.

     

I was put in what my elementary school 
called the “reading room.” It was there that 
I learned how to read. I was in that room 
every day throughout the rest of third grade 
and all through fourth grade. The teachers 
in the reading room made fun games that 
would get us to learn how to read. I swear I 
did 60,000 worksheets in that room in one 
and a half years. Once fifth grade came up, I 
thought I was in the clear. Sure, I could read, 
but could I comprehend? The beginning of 
fifth grade was a whole new ball game than 
what I had previously been playing. Since 
second grade, I hadn’t taken language arts 
because I was in the reading room during 
that time. It was a much faster pace being 
in the regular class and it showed that I was 
struggling.
     My fifth-grade teacher set up a time for 
me and another student to get together once 
every week with a mom to help us with 
reading. We would go somewhere private in 
the school and do reading activities. Once 
the mother realized that I and the other girl 
needed constant help, a meeting was set up 
with parents, teachers and the principal. 
I had an Individualized Educational Plan 
(IEP) made to fit my needs, which were extra 
time on tests and working on my reading, 
fluency, and word recognition. In other 
words, I was put into the special education 
program. Once I was placed in there, I beat 
myself up, saying I truly was special.

When I knew deep down that I needed 
more help than I was getting, I picked up a 
book. I finished my first ever book in sixth 
grade, even though it took a year to read 
those 309 pages. I kept finding books to read 
to try and better my reading skills, which 
slightly worked. There was still something 
wrong though. It wasn’t that I still couldn’t 
read fast, or that I was actually reading for 
fun. My attitude changed to an insecure 
comedian.
     In seventh grade, I was the class clown. I 
started to make fun of my disability to make 
people laugh. It made me feel better about 
myself, knowing that what was wrong with 
me made others laugh. They got so used 
to me joking about not being able to read 
properly, they joined in. Once the other kids 
started to joke, I would be hurt, but at least 
they laughed at what I said. I still joke about 
my disability with people today so that they 

don’t see what I think is wrong with me. 
It’s turned into a security blanket, laughing 
about myself.
According to a few tests that I had taken, 
I was no longer eligible to be in the special 
education program in eighth grade. I had 
answered comprehension questions with 100 
percent accuracy and my Lexile level was 
937. Just by doing that, I was booted from 
the special education program.
      Once high school came, things were 
different. It was easier for me to hide behind 
the other students and not get the help that 
I needed. I asked my teachers if I could leave 
the class to take tests, as I was struggling 
with them because I couldn’t understand 

what I was reading. All the teachers were 
fine with it, until one wasn’t. She suggested 
that I get a 504 plan, which would ensure 
that I get certain accommodations to be 
successful throughout my academic life. My 
mom and counselor got together and made 

a 504-plan stating that I had an anxiety and 
comprehension problem while taking tests. 
This allowed me to get extra time on tests, 
even state-issued ones.
Now that I am in college, I have to learn 
how to be my own advocate. My mom 
cannot call my counselor or email a teacher 
and let them know about my history. I need 
to let the professor know that I struggle 
with reading and testing by myself. Being in 
college, I have to study more than I did in 
high school. It is much harder to study for 
classes when it takes me longer than others 
to read a chapter, or to read through my 
notes. Having a disability through college 
is going to be difficult, but I know I can 
make it if I apply myself and always study. 
When letting my professors know about my 
struggles through high school, they agreed 
to help me and make sure that I get through 
the course.

There are several options 
for those with disabilities 
on campus. Contact GRCC 
Disability Support Services.
disability@grcc.edu
(616) 234-4140

“She smiled at me and 
told me that I was her 
special little butterfly.”

“How had an 8-year-old 
gone through four years 
of school and no teacher 

realized she couldn’t 
read?”

“Now that I am in 
college, I have to learn 

how to be my own 
advocate.”
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Michigander:
a way of life

By Jaimason Thomas
Photos by Nathan Bidwell
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One thing I think 
most of us take for 
granted, without 
even knowing, is 
the fact that we live 
in Michigan. So 

many look at it as a dreary state, with 
snow taller than cars, and summers 
drier than the desert. When, really, it’s 
nothing but a privilege to live in such 
a beautiful place, to have grown up in 
a picture out of a magazine. We live 
in a climate where in every orbit, we 
get the best of every world. We get to 
see the leaves turn a burning red for a 
select three weeks every year. We get 

to watch the snow pile up on our side 
door so high that we can’t leave the 
house and get to take a ‘snow day.’ We 
get a white Christmas, just like they 
sing about in the carols. We get to 
smell the flowers in April, and watch 
the bees dance around you on the 
back porch, as they mistake the flower 
pattern on your shirt for a tasty treat. 
We also get to shuck corn over the sink 
in the kitchen, and wear a sweatshirt 
under our costume on Halloween. 
     We don’t realize how much of a 
gift it is, to remember the time of 
year based on the temperature. Or 
to know corn is suppose to be “knee 

high by July,” yet also keep an ice 
scraper in the front seat for early 
morning convenience. We are blessed 
with being a peninsula surrounded 
by beautiful fresh water. It’s a short 
drive from anywhere in Michigan to 
get to a lake. Many Americans don’t 
experience that luxury. We have so 
much plant and animal life that is 
foreign to most, even those living in 
our state. 
     It’s painful to know many don’t 
utilize the countless beaches, and 
trails, and drives and forests we possess 
as Michiganders. It’s important to 
know exactly what that means. It’s not 
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my friend, and we would basically 
have the run of the campground. Most 
people from Timberlake, my family’s 
campground, stopped coming after 
August. They packed everything up, 
and left the skeleton of their summer 
on their site, and always brushed off 
the cobwebs every May. 
     The way we went though, we were 
there every weekend through October. 
My dad hunted the property, so we 
would go up not only for the game, 
but for the serenity of an almost 

just a funny saying, when someone 
asks about where you’re from. It’s 
a lifestyle. It’s a way to raise your 
children; as true Michiganders. 
     Just like it was yesterday, I 
remember sitting outside the camper 
with my feet on the fire ring. Probably 
burning holes in  the soles of my shoes, 
but I didn’t care. I would put them 
in the fire if it wouldn’t hurt them. 
It was that cold. Mears was always a 
guaranteed 10 degrees colder than the 
cities inland. 

     I had looked up because the 
neighbor had returned to his site with 
a deer on the back of his golf cart. We 
ran up to check it out and exchange 
high fives before it was taken to be 
hung up and properly cleaned. We 
pulled our scarves a little tighter, and 
remembered how amazing it would 
feel when we came back in the spring 
with shorts and sandals, and an ice 
cream cone. Camping in the fall was 
my favorite though. I can’t pretend it 
wasn’t. My dad would bring me and 

A trail from Jaimason’s camping trips. Photo courtesy of Jaimason Thomas. 
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If you have time for 
an adventure, here’s 
10 places to see in 
Michigan:

Silver Lake Sand 
Dunes

Charlevoix

The Mackiniac Bridge

Pictured Rocks

Big Sable Lighthouse, 
Ludington 

Pioneer Park, 
Muskegon

Sleeping Bear Dunes

Tahquamenon Falls

PJ Hoffmaster State 
Park

Soo Falls, Sault St. 
Marie

empty campground. A few of my 
father’s friends would join us in the 
fall. They would have treestands hung 
up hundreds of 
yards from my 
dad’s, yet they 
all still hunted 
the same deer. 
They traded trail 
cam film, and 
helped track the 
deer after they’re 
shot. They 
formed a little 
family around 
hunting, and 
outdoorsmanship. On Saturday 
evenings we would have a big potluck. 
We’d get together at one trailer, with 
the men dressed in hunting gear. We’d 
watch whichever game was on the 
T.V., because of course we had to have 
T.V. and cable. We were at this place 
as much as we were back at home, 
everything was of the utmost comfort. 
     In the middle of the day, we would 
walk the trails 
and watch for 
birds, or look 
for changes in 
the tides on the 
beach. We would 
look for mud 
when it rained, 
and we would try 
to catch turtles 
at the pond. We would ride our bikes 
around the campground, to see who 
had left for the season, and who still 
left their sand rigs on the site, which 
meant they would be back one last 
time or two. 
     I learned so much about myself 
in the 12+ years I spent camping. I 
found out what it means to cherish 
and support days on the beach, and 

evenings under the stars. I developed 
my everlasting thirst for nature walks, 
and scenic drives. I developed my 

desire to find 
mud, and dig 
up mushrooms. 
I developed 
my sense of 
direction in the 
woods, and my 
determination 
to always 
know where I 
came from. I 
developed my 
love for the state 

I was raised in. I found my desires for 
my future children.      
     I thought about all the places 
I’ve been that I will take them. I 
realized the qualities I want them to 
possess when they’re my age, in class, 
wondering what’s important to them. 
I realized how important it was to 
appreciate where I’m from, and to 
expel onto others how important it is 

also. 
I decided how 
I plan to spend 
certain days 
throughout 
the course of 
my life, and 
that’s outside 
exploring 
all that this 

beautiful state has to offer. We neglect 
to acknowledge the natural wonders 
around us, and I believe if we raise 
the next few generations with this 
admiration, we could change the way 
us Michiganders take pride in where 
we came from. It has the opportunity 
to be a force to be reckoned with 
known all across the country. 

“I developed my love for 
the state I was raised in. 
I found my desires for my 

future children.”

“It’s not just a funny 
saying, when someone asks 
about where you’re from. 
It’s a lifestyle. It’s a way 
to raise your children; as 

true Michiganders.”
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Underground 

By Matthew Smith
Photo courtesy of Tim Pierzchala

In cities all around the country young 
artists are cutting their teeth and refining 
their art in homes, basements and 

warehouses. These unusual venues are all part 
of the DIY culture of independent concerts. 
For most of these shows you will not see 
posters around town with the addresses and 
house names available. There won’t be any 
advertisements in the papers, as many of these 
venues that host these shows are not legally 
sanctioned. These spaces are incubators for 
musicians and various other artists alike where 
you can see an up and coming artists from all 
around the country and world for $5 to $10.
     Here in Grand Rapids, Tim Pierzchala, 
a  27-year-old musician, has been playing in 
bands and at DIY venues for nearly a decade. 
He currently plays in a band called the Sleep 
Cheaters. His band plays in local basements 
as well as bars. He started playing music, like 
so many in the underground scene, at a young 
age.
      “My first band was called National 
Cadaver, I’d say I was 14 when I started 
playing,” Pierzchala said. “My dad bought me 
an instrument(guitar) and I guess that molded 
me into the person I am today.”
     Pierzchala remembers the music scene of his 
youth fondly. 
     “I started going downtown and my parents 
weren’t very fond of it at the time, the music, 
(punk rock) I was playing,” Pierzchala said. “I 
remember I’d go to shows at the DAAC, I’d 
go to Skelletones a lot, places like that, house 
shows, anything I could find to get out of the 
house.”
     The two venues he mentioned have since 
closed. They were the only two all-ages venues 
operating in Grand Rapids for years. Many 
local musicians spent their teenage and early 
twenties at these venues.Chances are if you 
talk to most any musician in town over the age 
of 24, they usually have a story or two to tell 
about the DAAC or Skelletones. 
     “There’s tons of warehouses, obviously I 
don’t want to give addresses or anything, that 

Music and the 
DIY Scene
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hosted shows after the DAAC and Skelletones 
closed down,” Pierzchala said. “A lot of the 
bands that do play basically put all of this 
together themselves. Patches, artwork, flyers, 
everything. It’s all up to them. As opposed to 
a venue where they have someone hired to do 
that.”
     One the the biggest appeals for these 
underground venues is the lack of separation 
between the musicians and the fans. Typically 
if there is a stage at all, it’s a small one, no 
higher than a foot or two tall.
     “It’s more interactive for sure,” Pierzchala 
said. “You can be a part of it. I’ve played many 
of shows with people just moving around 
having a good time. Running into you, 
knocking microphones over. You’ve got to just 
kind of take the pros with the cons just because 
it’s more personal.”
     These shows aren’t just about getting 
rowdy and drinking either. A lot of shows 
are organized for specific events such as a 
fundraiser for a good cause or a friend of the 
music scene who has fallen on hard times and 
needs the communities support.
      “What I like about it is it could be a benefit 
for a good cause or friend in need,” Pierzchala 
said.  ”It’s going to a cause other than just 
filling some guy’s fat pocket.”       
     Alex Ellison, 30, originally from Whitehall, 

began playing in Grand Rapids when he 
was 16. He began his music endeavors in 
a punk band called HIV. He is another 
young musician who got his start because 
of DIY venues.
     “Skelletones was significant because it 
allowed younger people, specifically people 
under 21, a chance to show other people 
who are passionate about music, a chance 
to express themselves.”
     Ellison recalls the atmosphere of the 
places he played as a young artist like this: 
     “Hopeful, during those times there 
seemed to be a lot of hope coming out of 
music,” he said. “You get a lot of kids who 
don’t know where they’re going or who 
they’re going to turn into, spirits were high.
      “It’s appealing, you have a lot of people 
coming together just for the sake of music, 
expression and art,” Ellison said. “It’s really 
open to the community, it’s open access. 
As long as you’re not working against the 
people putting on the shows and the people 
going to be a part of the music, it’s a really 
good space for expression, making friends.”
      The results of meeting other artistic 
people at these shows has led to many 
life-long friendships and new creative 
collections coming into existence as a 

Still of the band World Map. Photo by Nathan Bidwell. 

Still of the band Flaming Nosebleed. Photo by 
Nathan Bidwell.

result. 
lives. It has helped everyone.Musicians like 
Ellison credit DIY venues with helping them 
get where they are today in their lives. It has 
helped everyone who has gotten involved in the 
scene grow as an artist.
      “DIY venues are important because it gives 
bands a place to play their music, where it’s not 
in bars or clubs with a $10 to $15 cover, and it 
allows people to bring their own alcohol and 
not get charged an arm and a leg. A lot of the 
money goes to the bands,” Ellison said. “Also, 
a lot of venues in some towns don’t want to 
support certain bands if they carry a certain 
message,  (DIY venues are) open to everybody.”
     These are just a few of the people you may 
pass by on the street on any given day in Grand 
Rapids who are involved in the music scene. So 
keep your ears open for a chance to experience 
the city’s underground music scene.

drinking and just letting 
themselves go, having 
fun,” Ellison said. “We 
even played a folk show 
in the bed of my truck 
in my friend’s backyard. 
We played some rowdy 
songs like ‘Drive My 
Truck to Hell,’ ‘Six Packs 
and Thirty Racks,’ ‘Jesus 
Christ, Holy F*ck,’ all 
hits.”
     Musicians like Ellison 
credit DIY venues with 
helping them get where 
they are today in their

 “These shows are fun, there is a lot of people
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Still to this day I don’t know why 
things turned out the way they 
did. Does it sadden me? Yes. Did 

I grow from it? Yes. Do I live my life 
happily now? Also, yes. I think that 
is all that should matter. But it’s a lot 
easier to say this today. If you would 
have asked me three years ago, my 
answers would have been different. 

Let me start from the beginning, to 
help you understand how my pain 
turned into strength.
     In 2006, a whole whopping 10 
years ago, I met the love of my life. 
Passing down the high school hallway, 
he walking in one direction, I in the 
other. But even though we had never 
spoken to each other before, within 

the few seconds of passing, we both 
stopped and knew we were going 
to be together. Cheesy and cliché I 
know, but that’s the truth. Within 
a few weeks, we eventually met up 
and hung out after school before his 
practice and my detention, which 
happened quite frequently since I 
never could get myself to go to school, 
or even stay at school. 
     After meeting Jack, however, my 
interest in school grew larger and 
before I knew it I was at school every 
day, not just on time, but early. Just to 
see Jack. Jack had a very strict school 
schedule to keep up if he wanted 
to play football or basketball. His 
parents were also very hard on him 
about not letting girls distract him on 
his studies and ball. So the time we 
could see each other out of school was 
minimal.
     That was fine with me because I 
knew we were just two years away 
from graduation and after that we 
could be together whenever we 
wanted. And that was just what we 
did. We finished school, saved up 
money, and got our first apartment 
a month after finding out I was 
pregnant with our first son. Love can 
make you do some crazy things. It can 
stop your plan, start your plan, or fix 
your plan and fix me is exactly what it 
did. I stopped being the rebellious and 
reckless child and dedicated my life to 
focusing on my son and our future.
     On Christmas Day, 2008, Jack 
finally proposed to me to officially 
start the family we both wanted. Six 
years and two more children later, 
my life seemed to be going how I 
expected and wanted it to be. We 
had another son and daughter and 
in my mind that was all I needed 
in life. Sure, there were problems. 

By Brandi Quintero

Pain 
Turned 

Into 
Strength
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Who doesn’t have problems? But 
they were the good kind of problems, 
the “I don’t want you to go out with 
your friends 
tonight so 
I can see 
you” kind of 
problems. 
     In 2013, 
the problems 
we had were 
just about 
to escalate. I heard through a friend 
who wasn’t exactly “credible” that my 
fiance may have impregnated another 
woman. I immediately dropped my 
dinner plate on the floor as I was 
cleaning up and even with as much 
gut wrenching anxiety as I had, I 
couldn’t convince myself to believe 
her. So, I asked the source. I found 
the girl on Facebook and asked her 
if she wanted to chat about some 
things and to 
call me. Days 
passed until she 
finally picked 
up the phone 
and agreed to 
meet at my 
house. When 
she arrived and 
we sat down, 
she told me she was three months 
pregnant. And yes, it was my fiance’s 
child. And yes, she was keeping it and 
knew about our relationship the entire 
time.
     I immediately felt nauseous. The 
first emotion wasn’t hate, or anger, 
or even sadness. It was nausea. I 
felt like my stomach had dropped 
so far down into my uterus it was 
gonna drop it between my legs. I was 
overwhelmed with questions. How? 
When? Why? Where? I just wanted 

to know the truth. I needed to know 
the truth, even though everything 
she was saying was only hurting me 

more and more. Even 
though all I wanted to do 
was jump over the couch 
and pummel 
her into 
the ground 
for her 
involvement. 
She didn’t 

have remorse, or regret 
which was the one 
thing I can remember 
distinctly about her. She had a look 
in her eye of vengeance and jealousy. 
After I told her to leave, which was 
the smartest decision to make with 
my high emotions, I cried and looked 
up to God and asked him, “What do 
I do?”
     After I knew the truth, though, 

it left me with two 
options. Stay or leave. 
But it isn’t that simple, 
now is it? What if I 
stay? How will I learn 
to adjust with this 
baby? I honestly even 
remember thinking 
that he better not see 
this 

baby if we were to stay 
together. How juvenile 
is that? It took me 
prayers upon prayers to 
get the strength to not 
want that to happen for 
my selfish reasons and 
understand this child 
was innocent. Who am 
I to make a father not take care of 
their child? 
     I firmly believe I got the courage 
and strength from my prayers to not 

“Love can make you do 
some crazy things. It 

can stop your plan, start 
your plan, or fix your 

plan.”

be angry with her for participating 
in such a mean and hurtful vendetta 
against me after all these years. But 
mostly not to be angry at Jack for 
ending the relationship I had invested 
so much time and love in. I also found 

happiness 
in finding 
the truth 
out because 
I had a man 
who was 
capable of 
the ultimate 
betrayal. 

It allowed me to find freedom and 
myself again. I am also able to 
navigate and find someone who is 
going to be loyal to me when I’m not 
with them. But most importantly, 
I found love in my three children I 
would not have if I’d never met and 
created those memories with Jack.
     And I suppose Jack learned his 
lesson too, as he is still currently 
single as well. Reaping what he sowed 
into his future, dealing with now two 
mothers of his kids. His plan failed as 
well. He has to deal with this outcome 
of raising his children without me. 
But for those of you wondering, he 
still sees the children and is a great 

dad.
     The 
ending to my 
journey is still 
unknown. One 
thing I know is 
God is on my 
side and that’s 
all that matters. 
The past is the 

past and that’s where I intend to leave 
it. Does it sadden me? Yes. Did I grow 
from it? Yes. Do I live my life happily 
now? Also, yes.

“After I knew the truth, 
though, it left me with 

two options. Stay or leave. 
But it isn’t that simple, 

now is it?”

“Most importantly, I found 
love in my three children I 
would not have if I never 

met and created those 
memories with Jack.”

“The ending to my journey 
is still unknown. One 

thing I know is God is on 
my side and that’s all that 

matters.”
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D.W.B. 
Being black in America has never been an easy task, especially when we were first taken from the 
motherland away from our family, friends and homes to serve a people that didn’t consider us to 
be fully human. In 1787, the United States had a constitutional convention where they created 

the “Three- Fifths Compromise.” This debate was about, if and how, slaves would be counted in 
a state’s total number of people. We were not considered fully human, but this put it in writing, 
clear as day what our value was. It wasn’t until the 13th Amendment in 1865 that the “Three- 

Fifths Compromise” would be abolished, but the hate of which fueled this Compromise remains in 
the ashes of the faulty hearts of man.

By Talitha Hankins
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D.W.B. 
By Talitha Hankins

My parents, Gary and Cassandra 
Hankins, grew up in Detroit in the 
‘60s and ‘70s when police brutality 

was rampant. Fortunately for my mother, she 
didn’t experience that first hand, however she’s 
experienced other countless forms of racism. My 
father on the other 
hand, barely made it 
through the month 
without have some 
kind of confrontation 
with a white officer. 
He would often tell 
me stories about 
getting booked for so 
little as answering a 
question a bit too smart for the officer’s taste. He 
told me that every time an officer would ask him 
a question, he would always answer with, “I was 
blind until I saw you.” Which, in turn, landed 
him in a jail cell until his father bailed him out 
the next morning.
     Upon taking driver’s training at the age of 
17, both of my parents talked me through the 
different things to look for while driving and as 
a result, I passed my drivers test the first time 
(surprisingly). But, through all the things they 
talked to me about, there were some that stood 
out the most. When a cop stops you, what do 
you do? This is important because whether or not 
some choose to acknowledge it, prejudice and 
hate still live in the hearts of men. This is the list 
they gave me to stay safe when you are  D.W.B. or 
“Driving While Black.” 
     1. Record. This is probably the most important 
step, because if all the other tips I give you fall 
through and don’t help you survive a traffic stop, 
this won’t either, but it sure helps when deciding 
on whether or not you’ll receive justice. 
     2. Be still, keep your hands on the wheel until 
they are at your window. You don’t want them to 
have any reason to be suspicious of you for more 
than speeding or whatever it is you did.
     3. Answer questions concisely until they ask 
questions that have nothing to do with why they 
pulled you over. At that point, answer vaguely.

     4. Never reach for anything until they tell you 
to.
     5. When they tell you to give them some form 
of information, don’t just do it. Tell them what 
you’re doing exactly when you’re doing it. For 
example, when an officer asks for your license 

and registration tell 
them, “My license and 
registration are in my 
glove compartment, 
I’m going to grab them 
now.” Or something 
to that extent so they 
know exactly what’s 
happening and when 
it’s happening.

I have three brothers and each of them have stories 
about traffic stops. In one instance my brother 
was a passenger in a car and an officer, instead of 
asking the driver for their license, he asked my 
brother for his. My brother gave it to him, as to 
not be confrontational toward the officer, but it 
still didn’t make sense and it still made him upset. 
      In another instance, my dad was driving with 
his cruise control 
on 70, cross country 
in Oklahoma, on 
his way back to 
Michigan when an 
officer stopped him 
for speeding even 
though the speed 
limit was, in fact, 
70. Before much talk had transpired, the officer 
asked my father to sit in the back of his car to 
just “talk.” An odd request to say the least, but 
my father did it anyway. The officer questioned 
him about where he was coming from, why he 
was coming from there, where his wife was, what 
was his occupation, where’d he live and so many 
other questions. And the end of all this he told 
my father that he’d let him off with a warning for 
speeding and that was that. But, after witnessing, 
via video, how quickly simple traffic stops can 
escalate, I can say that I am truly grateful that 
God protected them both.

      I know that if it had not been for the grace of 
God that could have very well been my brother or 
my father that was gunned down because of the 
assumptions of a naive officer. I cannot even begin 
to tell you how much pain that would have caused 
my family if we were victims of police brutality. 
My heart goes out to the families who have had to 
struggle with the lose of a loved one taken from 
them by the hands of an officer.
      I saw a meme the other day which read, 
“Police brutality isn’t new, cameras are.” Basically, 
police brutality has always been a problem, but it 
wasn’t as clear or blunt as it is now, meaning we 
didn’t have the cameras to back up our words.
     On September 16, Terence Crutcher, an 
unarmed black man, was fatally shot by officer 
Betty Shelby after his car broke down in the 
middle of the road. He was reported and seen 
on video to have been following orders with his 
hands up, but after being tasered and then shot, 
he died at the scene. It breaks my heart to say that 
when I heard about and saw this, that I wasn’t 
surprised. I wasn’t surprised because we’ve see 
these same stories play out in different settings 

over and over again.
Don’t get me wrong, 
there are a lot of 
good officers, and 
I’ve had the privilege 
of having some in 
my family. I just 
pray we figure out a 
way to weed the bad 

ones out. One way we can do that is to make it a 
little bit more difficult when it comes to becoming 
an officer. You’ll be surprised to find that it takes 
longer to get a cosmetology license than it does 
to become an officer, and in my opinion, that’s 
wrong.
     The same day the Terence Crutcher story took 
place I expressed my frustrations to my mother 
about the measures we go through to stay safe 
and/or survive something so little as a traffic stop 
that sometimes, in the end, doesn’t save us. But 
my hope is, that these tips that my parents gave 
me will benefit you as they have me.

“I know that if it had not 
been for the grace of God that 
could have very well been my 
brother or my father that was 
gunned down because of the 

assumptions of a naive officer.”

“My heart goes out to the 
families who have had to 
struggle with the loss of a 

loved one taken from them 
by the hands of an officer.”
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Coming Home
Story by and photo courtesy of Nathan Bidwell



If you’re a veteran you know that 
re-meeting everyone once you finally 
came home was much harder than you 
expected. You may have gotten a taste 

of it while on that extend leave Gunny gave 
you; remember after two weeks of hanging 
out all day because you’re friends had jobs 
and you found yourself with that non-rate 
low regs shave? You’re ready for your flight 
back to the Jacksonville. Off the block. 
     By the time you’ve been in the Marine 
Corps long enough to rate leave like that 
you’ve either A: Deployed or B: Blew all 
your money on the Mustangs parked 
outside of the Driftwood before you could 
afford a plane ticket. Pick your place but 
to come that far you had already made it 
through a few months or years in the fleet, 
military objective service school, combat 
school/School of Infantry and the grueling 
13 weeks of recruit training hellfire we 
came from. We did that together.
     How many people had you met in those 
9-17 months alone? Lets ball park over 
3,000 exchanges of information somehow, 
let alone the training and rapid amount 
information absorbed environmentally. 
I came home to the same mom and dad, 
the same brother, the same girlfriend. My 
friends still had their priorities figured out 
but I had to meet their personalities again. 
I felt voided. I had decided to leave the 
Marines to study journalism and to work on 
a recent hobby, photography.  
     For months I didn’t want to find a find 
a job because I had just left a completely 
different lifestyle. Within months, my 
relationship had shattered. I was alone with 
my camera and a car. When you enlist you 
only are able to come home maybe every 
six months and we had adapted to this 
long-distance relationship, which drove us 
apart when I came home. Without a job 
and in a fog about my love life I couldn’t 
get out of bed and stayed in my house 
avoiding everyone. We, as veterans, went 

from high speed low drag go, go, go way 
of brotherhood to day after day in the 
first civilian battalion with civilian non-
commissioned officers and staff. Luckily, 
I found a 
new way 
to work as 
a team by 
accident; 
with what I 
nicknamed 
“Disney 
Military.” 
I found 
a job at a 
summer 
camp. 
     I left the Marine Corps with an 
honorable discharge as a non-commissioned 
Officer. I had plenty of experience leading 
groups of people along with public 
speaking, from giving hip pocket classes or 
actual “death by powerpoint” presentations 
to staff. I would recommend a summer 
camp to any veteran. I spent my first 
summer at camp leading youth on canoe 
trips, survival classes and rock climbing 
all while installing core values similar to 
the Marine Corps of Honor, Courage and 
Commitment. Camp, like the military, 
shares a brotherhood among counselors. 
Coming together as friends and as a team 
works much better when dealing with 400 
new children a week for three months. 
     Personally, I felt at home with the early 
revelry call, three hot meals a day and 
plenty of time outside. What I enjoyed most 
was how much joy I found in watching 
kids who were complete strangers at the 
beginning of the week on Sunday develop 
throughout the week. Many of them shy, 
some acting out others just plain kids. And 
for one week I let each one take a turn being 
the head honcho and would create team 
building obstacles and they would leave the 
following week with new lifelong friends. 

Each week reminded me of a small four year 
enlistment. Making the best of friends then 
going home. Somehow I felt better about 
my own experience. 

     Shortly 
after my 
first summer 
of camp 
I decided 
to move 
to Grand 
Rapids where, 
running out 
of money, I 
rented a room 
and worked in 
construction 

with the heavy equipment licenses I 
obtained in the Marines. I spent the first 
months painting the many stories of the 
Spectrum parking garages from 9 p.m. to 
5 a.m. every night. My roommates were 
med students around my age, average 
college guys, and introduced me to the 
city. My photography business was growing 
and I made plenty of contacts from camp, 
forming a close ring of counselors in 
the area. In the military we forge strong 
friendships and I thought I would never 
have close friends like that ever again. 
Grand Rapids proved me wrong.
At times I’m right there again; I hear a 
helicopter or a jet overhead and my mind 
goes right back to Afghanistan. At school I 
find myself being hyper aware and ready for 
anything even while getting on the elevator 
heading to Subway on G2. 
      At school when I see a military 
backpack or T-shirt I attempt to reach out 
and at least share where we served or make a 
friend. Just because we have left the military 
doesn’t mean we have to be alone. The 
Marines made me into a better man and 
that man is here to further himself and help 
as many other brothers and sisters along the 
way as he can.

“At times I’m right there 
again; I hear a helicopter 
or a jet overhead and my 
mind goes right back to 

Afghanistan.”
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Gone Too Soon
By Jonathan Clink

I always liked to think of myself as a hero 
figure. Always ready to throw myself 
between approaching danger to protect 
my friends or a defenseless stranger. But I 
could not save my friend. I had forsaken 

him for his transgressions.

Act I
     Everyone has at least one friend who loves 
to party. Some of the craziest party animals 
ironically come from the most serene upbringings. 
I had a friend from childhood, way back to the 
point where you don’t really remember not being 
friends. He grew up in a stable home, lots of love, 
went to church, and was homeschooled through 
sixth grade.
     My friend loved to party. He started smoking 
weed at 13. This was spurred in large part by the 
grief he felt from losing an older brother in a car 
accident, with whom he had a special bond. His 
brother was hit, driver’s side, late night driving 
through a blinking yellow, by a driver who drove 
through a blinking red. Needless to say it was a 
major turning point in the family’s storybook.
     My friend wasn’t just some kid who liked to 
party. He was smart as hell. This kid was a half 
decent computer programmer by the time he 
was nine, making computer games with another 
brother, a few years older.
     Fast forward to 2016. I am in the process of 
buying a house and my friend has recently moved 
back from Colorado. We had spoken in the past 
about him renting a room in my house. He had 
informed me he was moving away from drugs 
which made me comfortable living with him. The 
process of closing on the home had many delays. 
The actual move in date was further delayed 
through the foolish decision of allowing the 
current tenants to remain in the home for a few 
months after closing, but that is another story.

     I finally got possession of the house on a Friday 
night after midnight. We both walked through 
the house together dismayed by the messiness 
of the previous tenants, yet very, very excited to 
finally be there. We spent much of the next week 
cleaning and moving in. After a few weeks most 
of the mice were killed. One morning my friend 
found that one of our mouse traps had killed two 
mice in one catch. We celebrated like we had won 
the mouse hunt championships.
     Within the first couple months my friend 
introduced me to one of his friends , who was 
looking for a place to live. Getting along with our 
new roommate was made easier give the face that 
we were both big hockey fans.

 Act II
     It was a Friday. I was on my way over to my 
friend’s house. Saturday was his bachelor party 
and we were going to further celebrate by playing 
computer games late into the morning. I stopped 
at my house after work to grab my laptop. There 
were two friends of my friend, who the story 
revolves around, in my house when I got there 
- who I assumed were waiting for him to get off 
work.
     One of them was in the kitchen and I 
introduced myself to him and asked him his 
name. He paused for several moments before 
responding. I noticed he was opening a box of 
scalloped potatoes looking for potato chips. 
Most likely drunk. I put the potatoes back in the 
pantry.
     I packed up my gear and headed upstairs to let 
my roommate know  that I was heading out for 
the night. 
     “You need to take care of this before you 
leave,” he told me. He went on to explain that 
the two people in our house were very high on 
an unspecified substance. In addition, they were 

making lots of noise. He  had also caught them 
multiple times in our friend’s room while he was 
at work rifling through his things.
     I tried to call our friend but he was not picking 
up. I went to talk to the guests in the home. The 
other guest was now eating butter off the stove as 
I spoke to her. She was eating some with a fork 
and smearing some on the stove. We just wanted 
them to leave and.found they had a lot of their 
belongings spread out in one of the spare rooms 
as though they were moving in. We told them 
they had to stay in this room and not do anything 
disturbing until our friend got back from work 
and they could stay here for now. Moments later 
we found them trying to get the doorknob to our 
friends room to cooperate. 
     After a few more attempts from the male to 
enter our friend’s room we informed him that it 
was time for him to leave. We escorted him out of 
the house. The female asked us where her friend 
was and we told her we kicked him out and she 
ran outside to him, concerned. Naturally, we 
locked the door behind her.
     We decided it was time for their belongings 
to be out of the house as well. In the spare room 
their were several syringes and needles spread on 
the floor. Using gloves, we put everything in boxes 
and bags and put it all on the porch.
     They were sitting on the back porch after many 
warnings to leave. We called the cops. When I 
showed them where they were, they asked where 
the girl was. She was just here moments ago. 
Another cop shined his flashlight on the roof 
and spotted her. She was trying to break into an 
upstairs window.The cops let her in that window 
and escorted her through the house. 
As they walked her down the stairs she was 
behaving childishly, unwilling to walk. On the 
stairs she allowed herself to fall but was already 
being held by the police officers. 
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     “Oh come on, walk,” the officer told her. 
     “I never do anything right,” she replied. 
     “Yeah. Don’t do heroin,” the officer replied. 
     He looked at my roommate, who told of the 
officer having a bit of a smile as he said this. The 
whole situation was both comical and disturbing.
     The unwanted guests were taken away as 
trespassers after they were provided medical 
attention.
     Twenty minutes after the police had finally 
taken away the two heroin addicts, My roommate 
and I finally sat down on the couch. Finally, 
starting to relax after having eaten, we prepared 
for one of our skillful battles in NHL on the 
Xbox. In the midst of selecting our teams for the 
contest, there was a strong knock on the door.
     It was a police officer asking  if this was the 
residence of our friend and we were concerned he 
was in trouble for something. The officer informed 
us that he needed to speak to his parents and 
that he had had a drug overdose at his work. Our 
friend was currently in the hospital.
     I made the phone call to his older brother and 
let him know what happened. Immediately, I 
went to the hospital. He was unconscious and on 
a breathing tube when we were able to enter the 
room. I was up that night at the hospital with his 
brother. On the whiteboard I changed the date 
to show a few years from now as a joke to cheer 
him up a bit. The doctors were trying to induce 
him to sleep through the max dosage of a sedative  
drug but he was still waking up. As he began to 
wake up they kept telling him to just focus on 
breathing. I was pumping his hand with mine in 
a way that simulated lungs inflating and deflating. 
He wanted the breathing tube to be taken out. 
Thankfully, they had just removed the breathing 
tube before his mom got to the hospital.
     The next day, after many hours of street 
hockey, for my friend’s bachelor party, I checked 
my phone and had several missed phone calls and 
messages from my roommate. I called him. The 
two unwanted guests from earlier had come back 
to the house. Nathan physically fought them off 
from entering the upstairs window. He had called 
the police who had taken them away. Twenty 

minutes later they brought the female back who 
claimed she lived in our house. The officers would 
not believe my roommate  when he said she did 
not and wanted to speak to me. She thankfully 
said something in the conversation that had given 
away the fact that she was lying and they took her 
away.
     My friend came back to our house two days 
later. I spent a decent amount of time with him 
and he at first expected to be evicted. I beat 
him in tennis in an outing at the park as things 
began to normalize. Within a few days, however, 
I gave him a seven-day eviction notice for the 
incident. I had spoken a lot to people I knew who 
had knowledge on the drug heroin. Heroin is a 
drug that is very hard to break an addiction to. 
If you research the side effects, you will see that 
it is physically impossible to break the addiction 
through willpower. It normally required at least 
a three-month rehabilitation period. I presumed 
that further incidents would  occur and that he 
would  not break the addiction unless he attends a 
rehabilitation clinic. By evicting him I was forcing 
his hand to get help. 
     A few days later my friend overdosed in his 
room. Paramedics took him to the hospital. He 
was in the hospital for the last couple days of the 
eviction and moved in with his parents briefly 
before going to a rehabilitation center for a month 
and a half. The second heroine overdose had an 
effect on his brain that resulted in him losing the 
entirety of many months of recent memories. He 
had no recollection having lived with me.
     My friend was unapologetic about the first 
incident and the second incident. He was rude to 
his parents during this time and failed to see the 
way in which his actions impacted other people. 
He was angry with me for evicting him and saw it 
as an act of betrayal. I read this as my friend not 
being a true friend rather than a friend blinded by 
his addictions. The facets of life that a person sees 
as precious become unimportant as a powerful 
addiction places the substance as top priority.

Act III
     My friend came back from rehab and was 

staying with his parents. We texted off and on, 
periodically. He never apologized for any of the 
situations, but we started to get in contact again 
about our lives over messaging but never fully 
reconnected. There was still a rift between us that 
neither one of us was fully taking the initiative to 
mend. I had heard he was doing well from family 
and friends and had returned to his joyful old self.
     About a month after his return my friend died 
of a drug overdose.
     I was angry with him for doing this to himself 
and hurting his family. I was angry with myself 
for harboring anger against him. I was sad for 
my lost friend. I felt guilty for not being there for 
him through the time that he was trying to finish 
the battle with this addiction. Every action has 
a reaction. I frequently consider that if I reacted 
differently, maybe he would still be alive.

If you or someone 
you know is 
struggling 
with drug or 
substance abuse, 
visit AccessKent 
resources at 
accesskent.com/
Health/SubAbuse/
default.htm
Addiction 
Treatment Helpline: 
888-966-8152
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