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Time to fill out your
NCAA dance cards

What’s ahead for MSU, U-M in March Madness? 
SPORTS, 1C

METRO, 4A

Michigan kids do
their part for aid
Scouts assemble medical kits
to send to the front lines.

ENTERTAINMENT, 1D

Philanthrophy
with pierogi
Oxford woman raising funds
for refugees with the sales.

BUSINESS, 1B

Ford’s Maverick
pickup a gem
Hybrid makes life easier,
especially as gas prices rise.

Infection totals
Michigan: 32,419 deaths,
2,065,912 cases
U.S.: 967,158 deaths,
79,508,508 cases
World: 6,038,904 deaths,
455,675,890 cases
As of 7 p.m. Saturday. Michigan as of Friday.
Sources: Johns Hopkins University and state
of Michigan.

HELPING UKRAINE

Jo can write her first and last name,
but she does not know which letters
to capitalize, according to her aunt.

She cannot construct a paragraph.
She struggles to add or subtract

two-digit numbers, her grandmother
said.

Jo is 12 years old.
Her peers are in seventh grade. But

in Jo’s whole life in Michigan, she has
spent only about a week and a half in
a classroom. 

Jo’s parents, Kally and Sean, have
refused to send Jo to school over the
years, according to Kara Stamiris,
Kally’s half sister and an aunt to the

children. Kally and Sean said they
have home-schooled and that their
kids are not far behind academically.
They dispute the accusation that
their oldest daughter cannot read. 

The Detroit Free Press is identify-
ing the children in this story by their
middle names, and their parents by
their first names, to protect the priva-
cy of the children.

Under Michigan law, children ages
6 to 18 must be educated. But there are
few mechanisms or state agencies
tasked to enforce that law: Neither the

Michigan girl, 12, has begged for years to
go to school, but her parents won’t let her
Lily Altavena
Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY NETWORK

Sean and Kally say the kids are
home-schooled.
PROVIDED BY WAYNE COUNTY COURT 

See NO SCHOOL, Page 3A

Masks are mostly gone two years
into the coronavirus pandemic. But so
are thousands of family members and
friends. 

Students are generally back in
classrooms. But it’s difficult to capture
the scope of learning loss and the
emotional toll. Stores and restaurants,
movie theaters and hair salons have
been open for months. But businesses
— and working families — are still
struggling to pay the bills.

Some elected leaders touted con-
spiracies or cajoled protests opposing
government restrictions to slow the
spread of coronavirus — demonstra-
tions that involved some men later ac-
cused of plotting to kidnap and kill
Gov. Gretchen Whitmer.

Whitmer, Democratic members of
Congress and elected leaders backed
experts who offered crucial but at
times shifting guidance, confusing
even the most trusting citizens. 

It’s all fodder for Michigan politi-
cians of all stripes seeking to capital-
ize on the real-world impacts of the
pandemic and how leaders fought
against it to propel their candidates to 

Campaigns
keep up
reminders
of impact
of virus
Dave Boucher, Kristen Jordan
Shamus and Elissa Welle
Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY NETWORK

2 YEARS OF COVID

People gather on May 14, 2020, at
the Michigan Capitol in Lansing to
protest Gov. Gretchen Whitmer’s
stay-at-home order.
KIMBERLY P MITCHELL/DETROIT FREE PRESS

Inside
h High-risk residents share COVID-19
stories, 27A

h Kristen Jordan Shamus: Let’s show
a little grace, 24A

h GOP governor candidates discuss
pandemic decisions, 18A

Sheila Jackson’s hand is held by her
husband, Jason Jackson, and son
Donovan Jackson, 14. Sheila received
her second kidney transplant in May
2021. She needs to take precautions
with COVID-19. PROVIDED BY SARAH RICE

See COVID-19 POLITICS, Page 19A

For the fledgling Greta Van Fleet, a
band then barely in its teens, the big-
gest step came on a tiny stage.

At little White’s Bar in Saginaw,
drummer Danny Wagner and his
bandmates couldn’t even fit all their
gear during their woodshedding gigs
in 2014 and 2015. Driven up by their
parents from nearby Frankenmuth,
playing sets long into the night for a
crowd of bar regulars, the young rock
band was learning on the spot.

“If I had to pinpoint one place that
was most important to our evolution 

LITTLE CLUB,
BIG DREAMS

AT WHITE’S BAR IN SAGINAW, BANDS LIKE
GRETA VAN FLEET SHOOT FOR THE STARS

“I don’t think there’s anything that equals what White’s
Bar has done. ... They’re the palace of music here.” 

Jim Gleason
Radio Wasteland Records in Midland

TOP: Denny Kocks, of Carlton, plays the harmonica
while jamming with Drew Pentkowski, of Bay City,
at White’s Bar in Saginaw, which has been hosting
live music seven nights a week for decades.

Photos of past performers who have played at
White’s Bar in Saginaw cover the walls of the club.
PHOTOS BY RYAN GARZA/DETROIT FREE PRESS

Brian McCollum
Columnist

Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY NETWORK 

See WHITE’S BAR, Page 13A
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OPINION From The Detroit News
❚ Finley: Don’t blame Putin, it’s still Bidenflation. 38A

What would you do if America came un-
der attack? Not from an isolated terror in-
cident, but from an invasion. Armed forces
crossing our border, shooting at us and
bombing our buildings.

Would you stay and fight? Or would you
seek out safety for you and your family, even
if it meant leaving the country?

This was a question posed by a recent
Quinnipiac poll on how Americans felt
about the war in Ukraine. The answers were
stunning.

Now, I am often skeptical of polls that ask
hypothetical questions, because, frankly,
it’s so easy to lie.

Q: “Would you choose to buy yourself a
dream car or give the money to charity?”

A: Charity.
There. All you had to do was pick the vir-

tuous answer and you feel good. Doesn’t
mean you’d actually do it, but you feel good.

Which is why I was so surprised at the re-
sults of the Quinnipiac poll. It would have
been easy for respondents to boast patrio-
tism — “Of course I’d stay and fight! What
kind of question is that?”

But that’s not what happened.

O’er the land of the free ... 

Instead, only 55% of Americans said they
would remain here and defend the country.
When broken down by political parties, 68%
of Republicans said they weren’t going any-
where, but only 40% of Democrats did.

And 52% of Democrats — a majority —
said they would flee.

This prompted some predictable outrage.
“What in the hell happened to this coun-

try?” the Wall Street Journal wrote. “We
aren’t talking about women and children, or
even some cadre of pacifists and conscien-
tious objectors. This is most Democrats say-
ing they’d rather leave America than defend
it.”

In addition, amongst young people ages
18-34, traditionally the group that does most
of the fighting, a majority (48% to 45%) said
they would rather bolt than battle, accord-
ing to the poll. And that’s regardless of their
political affiliation.

Just think. If this information is right, a
foreign enemy contemplating an attack on
America can count on about half the U.S.
population heading for the hills.

That should cause us some sleepless
nights.

Mitch Albom 
Columnist

Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY NETWORK 

See ALBOM, Page 29A

Stay and fight or
run away? Poll
reveals much
about American
patriotism

Seven months into the pandemic, I found my-
self in the dark, suddenly horizontal, unable to
walk, see, or tolerate any light source. I spent the
next several months in a basement, on my side
to help with the nausea, an eye mask on to block
what little light came through the tiny, darkened
windows. 

I’ve been a photographer for 18 years. For the
last 12, I’ve battled a brain tumor.

My symptoms were familiar, heralding a re-
currence of complications from the brain radia-
tion I had undergone a year before. Now I found
myself immobilized once again, this time in the
midst of a pandemic. My isolation was multi-
plied; my compromised immune system kept me
from inviting anyone to keep me company.

Tens of millions of people in the U.S. are high-
risk for COVID-19 because of underlying health
conditions. I'm one of them. 

I came to Michigan in November of 2020 to
begin photographing the high-risk community,
but my body had other plans. That’s what health
issues do: They disrupt. When multiplied by a
pandemic, the disruption is exponentially great-
er.

That following spring, as soon as I was able to
stand and begin to use my eyes, I started reach-
ing out to organizations who work with high-risk
populations. I wanted to see how these individ-

uals were faring under the combined weight of
pandemic isolation, increased risk, and existing
health concerns.

Many of those whose photographs appear
here have relied on their immediate family. For
most of these individuals, the vaccine does not
provide the same sense of security the healthy
public wears as pandemic armor. One person’s
choice can have a ripple effect on everyone they
encounter, some of whom might not have the
ability to fight the virus and survive. 

There are lessons to be learned here: Nearly
half of the population has a chronic health issue.
Those health challenges will not disappear when
the pandemic does. We are all interdependent,
and there is a restructuring to be had. The neigh-
bors we’ve delivered groceries to, the far-away
friends we’ve texted to check on their health, the
family members we’ve sent takeout to — all of
the ways we’ve learned to show up, we can carry
those practices into the future to reimagine a
supportive community that remains in place
long after COVID-19 fades.

Sometimes it takes a pandemic, or a sudden
health crisis, to remind us what we all need to
survive.

Sarah Rice is a documentary and editorial
photographer based in Detroit. This work was
supported by the National Geographic Society.

Your Turn
Sarah Rice

Guest columnist

MEET THE PEOPLE RICE PHOTOGRAPHED ON PAGES 32-33A

HIGH-RISK RESIDENTS
SHARE COVID STORIES

For many,
ongoing
health

challenges
will outlive
pandemic 

Photographer Sarah Rice spent months documenting the lives of Michiganders at high risk from COVID-19.
PHOTOS PROVIDED BY SARAH RICE



AMY BACON

In September 2012, Amy Bacon
found herself in a low spot. Amy, a
51-year-old Grand Blanc resident, lives
alone. She had fallen off her bed onto
her back on her bedroom floor.

She was unable to use her arms to
push herself up — the pushing would
create too much pressure on the
three-month-old incision in her chest.
She had survived the heart transplant,
and two open heart surgeries before
that, only to be stuck between her bed
and the dresser, no phone nearby, the
windows closed so no one would hear
her yell.

The pandemic has posed new chal-
lenges for nearly everyone. But for
those whose health conditions make
them high-risk for COVID-19, those
challenges come with an added level
of risk. Amy wonders how a recent
transplant patient gets themselves off the floor during a pandemic, when
calling for help can be as scary as not.

Amy had survived heart failure and a transplant, so when she contract-
ed COVID-19 in April 2020, it seemed unreal: "COVID was gonna be the one
to take me out?"

ABEER BARAKAT

Abeer Barakat is the sole caretaker
for her two children and her mother,
who all live with her. She had to keep
working at her job as a waitress to
provide for her family.

“I was so anxious and frightened to
leave the house or contact anyone, at
the same time I must to to my work
because I am the only person who
provides food and shelter because I am
a single mom,” she said. Abeer said
getting vaccinated has helped her
mental state slightly, especially since
she had COVID-19 before she was vac-
cinated. “It was the worst experience
ever."

ELLY LECURSI

The omicron variant might be mild for the healthy vaccinated population, but it could still be devas-
tating or lethal to high-risk patients who take immune-suppressing drugs so their bodies don’t reject
their transplants, or to Elly LeCursi, who has a rare lung disease that puts her in the hospital multiple
times every year because her lungs can’t clear bacteria.

Elly, 16, was diagnosed with primary ciliary dyskinesia (PCD), an extremely rare lung disease, when
she was 10 years old.

When Elly found herself in the hospital during the pandemic her Saline High School baton team
stepped in to take turns making meals for the family and walking their dog. But many others have had to
rely on health and community organizations.

COVID-19 is especially scary for people with Elly's condition because it affects the lungs. She has
already missed a lot of school in her life from PCD, so staying home because of COVID-19 wasn’t new.
“Knowing that now everyone else was doing the same thing helped make it easier,” she said. “When I
was told I had a lung disease that was something I had to adjust to, this is just one more thing.”

HOWARD FRENCH

Howard French had a stroke in December of 2019, and has since been diagnosed with a brain dis-
order that’s causing some cognition problems. His stroke affected the middle part of his brain, so now
he can’t drive, or read. He lives on a large piece of rural property with his wife Ginny, who has not left
him alone since his stroke. That’s meant bringing him along for grocery trips, and getting the food put
in their car because they didn’t want to risk COVID-19 for him in the store.

“I don’t think he could survive COVID,” Ginny said. The couple now talks frequently about where they
are in their life cycle. Howard has had to face that faster with the progression of his medical condition,
combined with facing COVID-19.

“We’re both very comfortable with doing everything that has been laid out both locally and national-
ly, so it wasn’t a scary thing at all,” he said of the pandemic.

They chose to take all the precautions they could and not worry beyond that. Ginny said Howard’s
not afraid of death, he just worries about leaving her and the family alone. They’ve been married for 55
years, and have three children and five grandchildren.

Amy Bacon said the weeping
willow outside her window
reminds her of her childhood.

Abeer Barakat holds a photo of
her mother, Fatema Deb, 72,
and daughter, Fatema Dabaja,
10, at her home. 

Elly LeCursi, 16, is a member of
the Saline High School baton
twirling team.

Tire tracks in the mud of
Howard French’s dirt driveway
in Lachine. 
PHOTOS PROVIDED BY SARAH RICE

“When I was told I had

a lung disease that was

something I had to

adjust to, this is just

one more thing.”
Elly LeCursi

“We’re both very

comfortable with doing

everything that has

been laid out both

locally and nationally,

so it wasn’t a scary

thing at all.”
Howard French
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SHEILA JACKSON

Sheila Jackson watched COVID-19 ravage through the
dialysis center she relied on. She finally received the call
that there was a kidney for her and rushed to Toledo;
“You need a transplant, you go,” she said.

Jackson received her second kidney transplant in May
of 2021. Her first was almost 20 years ago. “By the end
of March, early April (2020), it kind of hit me that oh, we
are all in trouble,” she said. She knew when her dialysis
unit started screening people in the lobby before letting
patients even go up to the floor. “My dialysis unit really
hunkered down trying to protect us, because we were
actually losing patients,” she said. She stayed home
except for traveling to dialysis, and her husband took
care of everything else outside the home. The trans-
plant was successful, but because she is immunosup-
pressed from the transplant, Sheila and her family must
continue to take precautions.

CONNIE JONES

When the pandemic shut down public transportation,
volunteers with the American Heart Association who
went grocery shopping for Connie Jones, who can't work
or even drive now because of her strokes.

Connie, 63, is a three-time stroke survivor with a heart
defect. She had to retire 7 years ago because of her
strokes. “My life stopped,” at the beginning of the pan-
demic, she said.

“For a whole year I didn’t associate myself with any-
body.” She only visited her sister, who also got the vac-
cine. “I’m not around people so I just walk,” she said —
around 15,000-20,000 steps a day. “I couldn’t sit in the
house and let the walls creep in on me.”

AQEELA MUNTAQIM

Aqeela Muntaqim spent four and a half weeks very sick at the beginning of the pandemic. She needed
steroids to manage her asthma. It took her five to six months to fully recover, and she was pregnant. “At the
time, no one really knew what COVID was,” she said. Her children, husband, and mother (who lives with
them) all got COVID; her mother got it twice.

She believes COVID-19 has made the inequities in the healthcare system more apparent to many. “These
issues have always been there, and they’ve definitely always been there for Black people and people of
color who are marginalized when they’re trying to receive care. But now ... they want these same people
who get turned away, these same people who don’t get listened to, to now trust that these same medical
professionals have their best interests at heart to make a medical decision. And that’s not fair,” she said, “I
don’t think we get a chance to talk about those things enough.”

Aqeela advises people who want to support anyone dealing with a health issue to “Sitting down with
them, learning about what they’re dealing with, research it. It’s a little taboo, especially in the Black com-
munity, to talk about the things that ail us. Because they always talk about the strong Black woman or the
strong Black man, and overcoming. So being support for the people in your family, people that look like
you,” she said.

Aqeela was able to safely deliver her fourth child at home in May of 2020.

OHMER SISTERS

In 2020 when the CDC identified a list of medical
conditions that put people at higher risk of becoming
severely ill or dying from COVID-19, the agency's doc-
tors noted that individuals with multiple conditions are
at even greater risk.

Olivia Ohmer, 18, falls into this category; she man-
ages two other autoimmune diseases on top of the
Type 1 diabetes she and her older sister Reece, 20,
share. If either contracted COVID-19 and had to be
hospitalized and intubated, there’s a high risk her
blood sugar would plunge. So the Ohmer sisters, who
live in Pinckney, stayed home from classes, and did
what they could. They held a prom at home with just
the two of them, so Olivia wouldn’t feel like she was
missing out on her senior year.

“We got so much closer than even we were before,”
Olivia said.

“You can’t do it alone, especially during a pandem-
ic,” Olivia Ohmer says, ''especially the people that are
most vulnerable. They can’t do it alone.”

ERICH DITSCHMAN

Many medical procedures had to be suspended in
2020, but treatment can’t stop for dialysis patients;
Erich Ditschman, 56, continued to hook himself up to a
portable hemodialysis machine at home four or five
nights a week, eight hours at a time. 

“Individuals are resilient, you’re either resilient or
you stop to be,” he said. He and his family shut them-
selves off from the rest of the world to keep him safe.
Ditschman, who was diagnosed with kidney disease in
high school, was told he had a seven year life expec-
tancy when his kidney transplant failed in 2005. The
pandemic presented new challenges for him and his
family. “It’s easy to be the ones who want to help every-
body but it’s really hard to receive that help,” he said. “I
think the key is the vulnerability of everyone.”

Aqeela Muntaqim’s family bikes
at her home in Macomb. 
PHOTOS PROVIDED BY SARAH RICE

“It’s a little taboo, 

especially in the Black
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about the things that
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Aqeela Muntaqim
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