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	I moved into my childhood home of 20 years, in the Chicago suburbs of Illinois, when I was just under a year old. As soon as I was tall enough to peer outside our large bay windows, I saw nothing but thousands of bricks piled up to the sky to form Downers Grove North High School. My parents were strict but still gave us children, my two older brothers and I, enough space to make our own mistakes. My father was absent most days because his job on a garbage truck was demanding. My mother did her part in the home and found her own source of income as soon as us kids were out of diapers. Our parent’s hard work did not go unnoticed and all three of us adopted their traits of determination, competitiveness and motivation at a very young age.
	My eldest brother, Stephan, developed a love of basketball as soon as he could walk and his talent followed shortly after. He was a basketball star when I was growing up and going to his games became a highlight during my adolescent years. I have never seen someone so dedicated. Stephan’s perseverance through multiple injuries still inspires me today. My brother was, and still is, the type of person that comes early and stays late for practice. He is the type to work out extra or focus on improving a skill, because he identified that area as a personal weakness. After tearing his ACL in high school, he worked hard to receive a full scholarship to a Lipscomb University, a Division I basketball program. After tearing his rotator cuff, Stephan decided he would transfer to another school closer to home and play basketball there, where he still would be receiving a full athletic scholarship. It was not an easy transition but he drove on and became a historic player at Lewis University. His career continued professionally in Germany for a few years until a series of injuries led to the end of his retirement. 
	Now, a ‘meathead’ mentality may be coming to mind from my description thus far, but one could not be more wrong about Stephan. Although he was tagged with a reputation like this many times, he was a straight A student that never sipped alcohol until he entered college. Anyone that truly knows Stephan, knows that he is entirely selfless and extremely genuine. I continue to be proud of my brother as he earns tenure working at the same high school we graduated from. The same high school that molded us. Stephan is currently teaching special education while successfully coaching the girls varsity basketball team. I am sure my brother had even larger goals for his basketball career, but he has worked hard to get to where he is and does not discredit his accomplishments. 
	My other brother, the middle child, Chris, taught me a variety of lessons much different than Stephan. Chris lived in the shadow of Stephan for a long time and, even though he was an outstanding athlete himself, he found interests elsewhere. Chris is who we consider the rebel of the family. He enjoyed testing boundaries and seeing what he could get away with. The extreme adventure sports of rock climbing, sky diving and mountain biking appealed to Chris more than structured team sports. My brother Chris was not a bad influence when I was growing up, but he definitely taught me to question authority and what I thought defined right and wrong.
	 It took a while for me to find respect for Chris because we spent much of our childhood bickering over anything and everything. It was not until I entered high school as a freshman, Chris as a senior, that I felt a sense of pride having him as a brother. We spent my high school years bonding since we both lived under our parents roof as he entered community college. Eventually realizing the direction he wanted to go, Chris dropped out of college to start a business with his best friend creating handmade furniture from salvaged wood. It turned out to be a good decision because for the first time in his life (from my perspective), he found something that fit his vision of his own personal success. 
	Chris shares more characteristics with me than Stephan. We both are stubborn, analytical, sarcastic and can be a little rough around the edges. These characteristics clearly come from my dad’s side of the family. While Chris and I have a logical approach, Stephan will let his emotions guide decisions, similar to my mother. Anyone will tell you that my mother is the sweetest woman you will ever meet. She cannot bare to tell a lie, even about a birthday present, and would not hesitate to give her last dollar if she thought someone needed it. Stories of generosity pass through my mother’s side of the family from generation to generation. Of course certain traits cross, but specific characteristics are stronger than others once you know us well enough. 
	I followed my brother’s lead as soon as I could walk. I attempted to tagalong with them everywhere they went, but the combination of two boys and one girl did not always fit the setting when we were small. My brothers would want to hang out with their friends but no matter how hard I tried to be ‘one of the boys,’ I never was. It was a hurtful rejection and because of it I am still sensitive to being left out of important occasions. Growing up I always wished I had a sister, but the lessons my two older brothers taught me are not worth any trade. I remember attending Stephan’s basketball games when I was very young and I would carry a big box of coloring books, stencils, markers and more, so I could be entertained throughout the game. My parents refused to carry my entertainment box and eventually I learned it was more of a hassle than fun and I quit bringing it along. 
	By this age, I was old enough to venture off for short periods of time to explore the high schools and arenas that my brother was playing at. Sometimes I would explore with other siblings of the team, but mostly I found a love for being alone. Having the confidence to adventure in new places gave me the motivation to start paving my own path, instead of following my brothers. I played all types of sports throughout my elementary years. It was a time for experimenting, but when I reached middle school I narrowed down my love to three sports: (1) volleyball, (2) basketball, (3) badminton - in that order. I did not keep up with badminton, although I wish I did, and I focused my attention on basketball and volleyball. 
	I wish that all I was worried about in middle school was sports, but this was not the case. Unlike most 10-14 year olds in my class, I went through some traumatic experiences at a young age. Within the few years between fifth and eighth grade, I learned lessons about the horrors of drug abuse that will resonate with me forever. Two of my cousins experimented with drugs on separate occasions. Enrique was a heroin and cocaine addict that encountered a near death experience when he overdosed and only survived because his father (my uncle) resuscitated him. Fortunately, my cousin learned his lesson, overcame his addiction, is happily married and running multiple successful businesses. 
	My other cousin was not as fortunate as Enrique. My beautiful, intelligent cousin Sara died of a drug overdose on Mother’s Day in 2000. Unlike Enrique, Sara was not a drug addict, but instead she decided to have a good time one night at a club and took ecstasy, like many people do. Her boyfriend at the time took it upon himself to drug Sara even more by putting a drug similar to ecstasy,  but much more lethal, called PMA, in her drink without her knowing. Hours later Sara was foaming at the mouth and seizing in her boyfriends basement. He waited over an hour to call an ambulance and then failed to tell paramedics on the scene what was really in her system, stating she only drank alcohol that night. After treating her for alcohol poisoning instead of an overdose, Sara died with a 109 degree fever, holding my Aunt’s hand as every organ in body shut down at the age of 18. 
	I could not grasp the passing of Sara for a long time. I knew what happened, I read ever online article I could find, but it did not feel real. It was the first time I experienced mourning and it was awful. While kids my age used bookmarks they created, mine was a postcard I got at Sara’s funeral. I do not think I realized the affect of Sara passing until a few years ago. Since I have gotten older, I have strengthened my relationship with my Aunt Jan, Sara’s mother. I admire her reliance after all of these years to carry on without her daughter. Jan is my mother’s sister and the traits match completely. Without my aunt, I would not have known how to get through the difficult passing of my best friend, Pat, in 2009. 
	The passing of Sara played a large influence on my choices when I entered high school. Freshman year I was eager and motivated, focusing most of my attention on volleyball, basketball and choir. With my brother’s attending before me and living across the street from out high school, it appeared I had seamless transition to the ninth grade. I had developed strong opinions about what I would and would not partake in, like no to drugs and alcohol, but at this age my insecurities were at an all-time high. Even though I spent countless hours exercising and weighed less than 100 pounds, I still thought I was fat. 
	To understand the insecurities I had about myself, one must understand the physical appearance of my brothers in comparison to me. Stephan is 6’ 6’’ with blonde eyes and blue hair and a six pack that will not go away no matter how much he eats McDonalds. Chris is also tall, at 6’ 4’’ with a slender build than Stephan but his chiseled facial features always drove my friends crazy. Having two hunks as brothers is not the easiest when you were born with curves you do not know what to do with. While dealing with my appearance, I was facing the challenges of schoolwork. I never enjoyed school, I hated homework, the structure and routine, and the subjects did not interest me.
	 The battle between school and I continued after high school graduation. I felt a sense of accomplishment when I graduated, but I did not apply to one single college in my senior year. I already knew I was undecided about my future so I settled for community college early. Even though it was a smart decision, I will always feel like I missed out on a typical college experience at a campus. Visiting friends at their schools did not equate the the experience I would have had, but the option to go to College of Dupage Community College (COD) was wise one. I had no sense of direction and bounced between countless majors. It was not until I took a career development class with a wonderful teacher, who quickly became a mentor, when I realized I wanted to get a business degree that revolved around people. 
	Within my experience at COD, I dealt with a series of interruptions of my studies. A two-year associates degree turned into a six year period of time. It may have taken longer than I expected, but the bumps in the road did not keep me from accomplishing my goal, it just took me longer and that is no reason to be discouraged. Within my first year at COD, I faced the most challenging period of my life. On September 18, 2009, my very best friend Pat left us too soon at the age of 20. He was found by his roommate in the morning and it was later confirmed he died from unknown circumstances. after his passing I fell into a deep depression, dropped out of school and quit my job. I would spend hours at this gravesite, laying next to him pretending he could hear me. 
	I was in a funk for months until I started visiting Pat’s mother on a regular basis. Her strength helped me see that Pat would not want me to carry on living the way I was. She made me understand the importance to live for those that we have lost and instill what they taught us in others. In doing so, they will always live on. Pat’s mother now calls me her daughter and she is my second mother. It is a reminder that there is beauty can grow from even in the darkest times. Pat was a bright soul, with so much personality. If you met him, he would not be someone you forgot. He was a positive individual that did not let anything deter him from what he wanted. Pat was a ‘cool kid’ and a closet geek at the same time. His ability to be original and fearless at the same time gave me my own confidence. Overall, he had the best outlook on life. Pat literally would enjoy every moment, he would soak in every word in a conversation, and he would never accept an excuse. When I decided to get out of my funk and start living again, I chose to adopt Pat’s perspectives and apply them to my own life. 
	I enrolled back in school a year later and continued hating general education courses, but surviving. I juggled a new job while trying to improve my grades. After applying myself and still feeling like school was not for me, I finished the semester and decided to take some time off to save and travel to Europe. Against my parent’s wishes, I did just that and spent a month abroad. The experience was just what I needed and I learned so much about myself and other cultures and people. When I returned I saw new opportunities and realized I needed to focus a few more years, get school out of the way, and then go after my dreams. After seeing such eclectic people, places and cultures, I gained the confidence I had been missing all of these years.  
	Coming back from Europe I was ecstatic, refreshed and ready for anything. That quickly changed when my father disappeared after an argument with my mother and we did not see him for months. My desire for new experiences was replaced with emotional rage, confusion and pain. My father had abandoned us and abandoned his wife of 30 years. Without any communication from my father, we eventually found out he was living with a woman in which he had an affair with. A messy and complicated series of events took place, ending in an ugly divorce. Throughout the whole experience, I wanted more than anything for my father to just be honest with us and tell us what the truth was. I resented my dad for a long time because he was never forthright about falling in love with another woman. The divorce between my parents taught me to speak up with I am not happy because it is better than lying to those you love. 
	I finally received my associates degree in early 2013. It was an accomplishment I was beginning to think I never would receive. I was proud of myself, but the realization of “what’s next” constantly resonated in my mind. My parents were done paying for my education after seeing my failure to apply myself and I did not have the funds myself. I have always been against loans. I would rather just start taking risks, starting business, and gaining experience instead of losing valuable time and going into debt. By the time I was done with COD, I was directionless again. I had known that I needed to stick around until I finished my associates, but I did not really look beyond that. 
	Luckily, a few months after COD graduation, I received information regarding a Starbucks college scholarship. Being a longtime employee of Starbucks, I already fit the qualifications and applied for the scholarship the same day I heard about it. On my birthday, July 9, 2014, I received my letter of acceptance to Arizona State University (ASU). It is a birthday gift very hard to top. I was excited to enter the field of Organizational Leadership, and study something that I naturally gravitate toward. For the first time in my life, I had a sense of purpose, a sense of direction and I knew what I wanted to spend the next two years accomplishing. 
	The journey to finish college has not been an easy one. Before enrolling in classes at ASU, I made the unfortunate mistake of driving under the influence. Even though my friends could not believe it, and I usually do not drink, I was at a jewelry party and drank more than my share. I finally had an idea of what direction I wanted to take in life only to make a mistake that, was not only embarrassing, but cost me a lot of time and money. I spend the next 18 months on supervision, had to attend addiction classes twice a week for 16 weeks, and spent over $10,000 in fees and fines. It was not only my most expensive mistake, but it was the biggest mistake I was ever guilty of. 
	Throughout that time in my life, I learned a lot about myself. The decision to drive and drive had been a one time thing, but it did not take away the severity of the issue. I began to analyze the actions I took and what the reaction was with each action. For ever action, there is a reaction, and I started studying and observing everything I could. In my DUI class, I would spend four hours in a classroom listening to the stories of destruction due to alcoholism. Although I never had a drinking problem, I do not even drink once a month, I learned valuable lessons in the course. Even though everyone was in the class because it was a consequence, it was approached as a learning experience in which we all had to admit our faults. As we would go along the room our instructor would ask questions like, “what would you change?” or “What could you have done different?” to avoid the current situation being faced. Some individuals would take the time to speak truthfully and honestly, while others had no hesitation displacing blame. Witnessing grown adults not taking accountability for their actions was unbelievable, and almost comical. In order to tell other’s the truth, you have to be honest with yourself. When you make a mistake, no matter if it is driving after drinking or getting locked out of the house, the most honorable thing an individual can do is admit their own fault. 
	A lot has changed since I started at ASU. In 2014, I lived with my mother and just began dating my boyfriend, Shaun. I was eager to move out and gain independence but not ready for all the responsibilities. With the help of my boyfriend, we were able to work together and planned to rent a house in a neighboring town. Though we hit some financial bumps along with way, we successfully moved into a small house quickly making it our home. Shaun and I have a indescribable relationship that started with friendship. Like any couple, we get into arguments, but overall, we have a beautiful balance between needs and wants. We both value the importance of trust, honesty, commitment and loyalty. Additionally, we acknowledge, not only our actions, but understand how detrimental hurtful words can be to the values we have both built. My relationship with Shaun is something I cherish. I have never felt more loved, understood, and cared for. 
	My love for Shaun gets me anxious to experience our future together. Currently we are working on numerous projects. We recently completed our business plan for King Kaiser Boarding & Training. While Shaun focuses on the training of the dogs, I take on the responsibilities of setting up meet and greets, bookings, communications and follow-ups. A desire to work with animals is something Shaun and I bonded over, having a very own dog of our own, Kaiser. Since we began our dog business in October 2015, we have been consistently satisfied with its evolution. Shaun and I have been getting along great throughout the process, too. Every Friday we discuss business updates and ideas that we may have thought of throughout the busy week. 
	Another project that I thoroughly enjoy, is making jewelry. During my COD years, I worked part-time at a bead store where I designed, created and fix jewelry. I fell in love with the tasks so much that I brought the supplies home with me and started making pieces religiously. Although my education has bumped jewelry to the side, I was still able to teach Shaun the techniques I know. To my surprise, he enjoys making jewelry, I think almost as much as I do, and we plan to have creative sessions weekly until we have enough inventory for a show or photo shoot for my Etsy page. Teaching Shaun gave me new motivation and encouragement to revisit an old passion. 
	The experiences throughout my life have helped mold me to become the person I am today. I believe in order to value the characteristics of life that I hold so high, I must experience the extreme opposites for full understanding. For example, I am not sure I could know what love truly is, if it was not taken away from me. I am not sure I would be able to value friendships if we were never in agony. In order to value the positive in live, you must experience the negative. When tragedy happens, it is the individual that develops their own perspective, and that perspective is what guides everything they do or say. I have witnessed others who have had similar experiences turned bitter and cold, but I will not let that happen to me because if we can not feel pain, we would not know we were alive. It is not easy, but life has taught me that sometimes you have to accept the bad to find the good. 


