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Voices of our Region

Colette: Hi, my name is Colette Garmer. | was born and raised in the Alle-Kiski Valley,
mostly in Brackenridge, ang-ironicathy-kind-of started-in-Brackenridge and bought a

house about three blocks from Where | started but in between | moved about nineteen

Colette: I'm married. I’ve been married about thirteen years to a super guy named
Jeffrey. | have a child and he has three children, and those are Mark, Lexis and Michael,
or accordlng to Grandma Cece, that Would be Mrkle Splkre Markle poo and Lexi.
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Colette: Well, when | was sixteen | became quite ill. 1t was very apparent that | wasn’t
gonna be working like normal people, and | ended up with Crohn’s disease. Supersuper
bad: I’ve had sixteen operations and just horribly put back in where someone would be at
that age.

And it really made me feel like I wasn’t going to get anywhere and I was always going to
be sitting around living on welfare or something like that, and that bothered me because |
came from a famlly that did nothmg but had thelr own busmesses Where—l—twed—~my

But-then-after | became sick, when | was sixteen, you know it made it so | had to take a
GED and you know I wasn’t graduating with my class. I wasn’t doing anything the way
the rest of the people did that | knew. ..-and-1 also had problems with being able to just
maintain status quo, Hke-with-the-house-and-al-that-so-ijustfelt-tike-was-a-big-burden:
Everybody-had-te-help- And once | had the operations that | had and they discovered that
I had Chron’s dlsease I pretty much ended up belng gutted 1n51de pFeH-y—bad—l—used—te
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hough went-th A ; '.Isatdown
one trme as an exercise in | guessfutmty and | Iooked at everythlng I ever did, and |
came up with close to 27 different jobs. And-when-linalhy-gotto-the-pointwhereHust
couldn’tstand-iteause [’d work on a job and I’d be healthy, healthy, healthy, and then
I’d wear down, wear down, wear down and get put in the hospital. So | finally got to the
point, I said to my husband, “I’m just going to apply,” and ironically, when I started out,
they had me on SSI, which isn’t complete Social Security Disability, but then when I
married my husband, they took it away from me.  So then | did the 27 jobs and | said to
him, “You know, I’m going to apply for Social Security.” So I did this resume and gave
them the resume, and in ten years’ time, [ had the 27 different jobs. | was approved in 53
days for Social Security, but somehow I started feeling like | felt back when | was 18 and
19, and a burden because I wasn’t pulling my own weight.

So I ended up hooking up with some people from OVR, trying to get off Social Security,
find something | could do, because | know | have a brilliant mind that can do something

mstead of srt around and t—mean4—sn+kwaterer¢ty—seapoperas—srtaroemdrand—wateh—soaps

people at OVR Ilihe%hooked me up here Wlth Worklng Order o) that I Would have
someone to sit down with me and be able to guide me the best that they could on getting
my business plan together, and you-know.-deing-ittike-a-grownupinstead-of just
fumbling through-semething— And that’s how I met Ruby. Absolute, wonderful Ruby.
And for the first time in my life | had the correct support behind me of someone saying,
“You can do this. Wow, this is good stuff. Boy, you’re really smart.” And through my
whole life I kept hearing, “You’re too sick to do this, you’re too sick to do this, and Ruby

was the first person to say, “You can do this.” ¥eu—k—new,—even—my—husband—was—saymgt,

l—was—but through my efforts we were awarded a grant from OVR for the startup capltal
needed to open up a store.

Now unfortunately, I didn’t check with my foot when | started, and being on my foot for
a very long time all day long, I came down with what was called Charcot’s foot, pre-
Charcot’s foot, and where the ligaments in your foot get loose from diabetes and the
bones shift and break. So about six or seven months after we opened, and we had one
heck of a store when we opened, | broke a bone in my foot, and I had to wear a boot cast.
And when I went to the doctor’s and he was talking to me, he said, “You have to be off

your foot 1mmedlately ”? Yeu%newﬁ—eeven—fffy—abeut—yeu%ew—usmgawalketﬁust
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my—heusewaswhen%hebene#th#ee{—breJ@—And | had opened up in March of 2006

So by Chrlstmas by the end of December we had everything closed down +stitbhave

babysrmngkrds—fepmy—seh—whde—hewenuewerk—So | d|d have some free tlme down,
and | started getting that I just can’t sit here and do this feeling. H-wasa’t-the-wayt-was
ratsed-Hwas-ratsed-that-you-werk:

1

started tryrng Iook into what else | could do next. —I—used—tewerk—asaneperater—a{—.l—e
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So that-was this past fall and Christmas time; se-l-sat-there-and-Hthoughtyouknow. |

still want to do something, and my mother’s financial advisor came in to see her and sat
down at the table and my mom always has me there, and he has been telling me forever,
“You know, you ‘re really so good at this stuff. You really should do something, you’re
so good at it.” And I got started thinking, maybe that’s what I should try doing. So I
went and got the book for the Life Insurance test, beeause-that’s-where-you-start, | knew

that there was a lady in Natrona He1ghts at Lisa Beat‘ue s State Farm Insurance Henew

ef—thmg.— So I thought, “Well, she s got an open pos1t10n - I m going to call and see
what’s up with that, and when I spoke to Lisa she said, “You know, if you go get your
life insurance license on your own, I’ll know you’re serious, and then you come in when
you’re done and we’ll talk.”

So | did just that, and | passed the test, called her up and said, “Hey, remember me?
Well, I passed. When are we meeting?” So I went in, we met and she hired me right
away and right now I’m studylng for my Property and Casualty test, 80 that I can have all
the Ilcenses necessary She’s-bu aid-hourly
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Interviewer (to others in room): Do you all know what Chron’s disease is?

Background Voices: No. I don’t know too much.

Colette: It’s an inflammatory bowel disease akin to a cancer, where it eats away at the
lining of your intestines,-and-whenevert-was-operated-onthey-de-intestinal-wo
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Colette: It’s hereditary. It’s incurable. Sometimes it skips generations, which means
somebody back in the 1700’s or 1800’s died very young, because once you get it you

don’t absorb well. You have horrible horrible pain. +would-hate-to-see-whatthey-tried
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But we’re talking about all this, I really need to get honest about something. | have three
children. The older two children, when | was sixteen and | almost died, my cousin
adopted them, so they’re living with my cousin and I usually just say I have one child and
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three grandchildren, but I actually have three children and seven grandchildren. I don’t
see the other ones cause they’re with my cousin’s family, but that was a result of the
Crohn’s and everything going on.
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Interviewer: In terms of your health, when did things turn around for you? | know
you said you just got out of the hospital again. But you gained weight and you’re
working?

Colette: Yes I am. I’m working for Lisa Beattie’s State Farm Insurance Agency. I would
have to say that about 10 years ago, things started getting really good. ~Yeu-knewt+had

ala 142

things-ge-wrong-with-me—I still have Crohn’s. Now I have diabetes so bad that I have to
use a pump. Uh, I don’t want to be the person that’s sick, so mentally I tell myself, “I’m
just like you. You get up in the morning, you go to work. At the end of the day you’re
happy. It’s just that I have to take into consideration certain things, in order to do what
you do. So I think it’s all a mental thing.

Background Voice 2: I don’t know how you do it.

Colette: There’s nothing to be in awe of. If anything, I’m a poster child for “Stay in
School.”

The reason that | got pregnant and got out of the house at a young age was because my
mother was married to a terrible alcoholic, and there was abusive situations in the house,
and I figured, “Well, the boy next door, who’s my boyfriend is a friend. And if | got
married to him and got out of the house, | could hang out with him and not have to deal
with this. So it was like a grand master plan, and when | was 18 | divorced him just like |
planned. Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!

But it got me out of the house. It also got me a lot of stress and also kicked up my
Crohn’s. H-alsoyouknow.bro i cadAay e AL 1T

Life’s kind of like a cookie jar. When I was younger I would take cookies out, because |

had to be taken care of, but you also gotta put cookies back in or it becomes empty. And

in my philosophy in life, yes, I’ve had all these things happen. That’s my taking from the
cookie jar, because | needed help. But also now, it’s my time to put back in, because
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that’s what I need to be doing, because if people don’t put back into the cookie jar, then
everybody’s a taking person, and there’s not much left for the people that need.

to-writing-seminars; [’ve written three manuscripts. I have one that I’'m writing right
now, which is about my life, and it’s called Turning Right, cause when I used to live
above the stores with my grandma, we’d come down the steps every day and when | went

5

out to play | had to turn right. All the time, turn right. | Neverkrew-my-Mem-worked Comment [k1]: Insert this into page 16 where
Nti A N did nows that m A i she talks about her manuscript being what she is
’ T i ' / " most proud.
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nterviewer:-Okay-okaytchoose-thattos! So what’s been the hardest thing for
you through all of this?

Colette: The hardest thing -- my two older kids. You know, cause | tried to reconnect
with them. They got ahold of me and they weren’t the people I thought they were. They
were looking for money, not closure.

Fhirty-four-and-thirty-two- Thirty-four is my oldest and he feels like if he had a

relationship with me, he would be doing some sort of disservice of some sort to my
cousin, Ilke betraylng her Leaﬂ—uﬂdees%&nd—ﬂ&at—ﬂ&a{—s—a—peefeeﬂﬂegiﬂma%%ehiﬁg—aﬂd—rf

My daughter-is-a-drama-queen—and-Have-caught-her-ina-letof-Hes—She has a very nice
husband and she has three beautiful kids.

My son has a daughter, but my daughter has three beautiful kids and each one of her
children is to a different father

-and-she-actuath-had-onreto-ablack-manand-gave that one
away-because-H-was-iconvenient; but in her eyes | should have been able to keep them.

Interviewer: You?

wasn—t—ekay—fer—me—wheﬂ I was told by a doctor “Lady, 1f you ever want to get any
semblance of health, you need to stop being mama altogether. You need to get rid of all
of your children.”

And I just looked at him and said, “I’ve only been a mother. That’s all | know.” And he
said, “Well, at least get rid of two of them. You have to give them away or you’re going
to die. This is just going to be a two-month thing. In, out, in, out, in, out, and then
you’re dead.”

So I kept the baby because the baby was to my second husband and—theelder—twe—mee
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+ S0 | put them with my cousin who
is a teacher and her hushand makes about 60K a year, so between the two of them they’re

maklng a lot of money and they have vacations | could never ever even think. I:H»eeLthey
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Interviewer: So what are you most proud of, out of everything that you’ve been able
to accomplish?

Colette I’m most proud of my manuscrlpt about all of this crazmess because I know
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Background Voice: Any advice to anybody out there? Since you led such a full life,
it might not be the life you originally thought it was gonna be, but it is a full life.

Colette: Yeah. I guess I would have to say, it’s probably best to go after your dreams and
don’t let anybody else burst your bubble. Don’t let anybody else tell you you can’t do
something, because if | would have done that, I would still be living on $300 a month in
subsidized housing and have nothing to show for it.

Colette: Oh, if it wasn’t for Working Order, | mean they gave me killer advice, and my
business plan will stack up against somebody you would pay thousands to have one done.
And Ruby was just, she was the gemstone in my life that created this, “I can do this now
and I can do it right.”
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