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BY BILL O’BRIEN
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TRAVERSE CITY — 
Front and center.

That’s where interim 
Cherry Capital Airport 
Director Kevin Klein 
plans to be.

He’s spent almost a de-
cade in the background 
as the airport’s assistant 
director, but his bosses 
want him to be more 
visible. Whether it’s pressing local air car-
riers for better flight service and airfares, 
or trumpeting airport upgrades, Klein 
plans on becoming a familiar face.

“As we look to develop the airport, one 
of the things we want to make sure the 
community knows is that we’re here to be 
a partner, to be an advocate for their air-
service issues, and to develop a facility 
that truly meets their needs,” Klein said.

Klein met with the Record-Eagle last week 
for a wide-ranging interview. See his thoughts 
on Page 1D.
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AJDABIYA, Libya (AP) — Libyan rebels 
clinched their hold on the east and seized 
back a key city on Saturday after decisive 
international airstrikes sent Moammar 
Gadhafi’s forces into retreat, shedding their 
uniforms and ammunition as they fled.

Ajdabiya’s initial loss to Gadhafi may have 
ultimately been what saved the rebels from 

Air raids 
force 
Gadhafi 
retreat

U P H E A V A L  I N 
N O R T H  A F R I C A

Twenty-seven infant homicides were re-
corded in Michigan from 2007-2009, just one 
of which was classified under the code for 
neglect or abandonment. In two of the three 
local cases in 2010, the mothers neglected 
or abandoned their newborns and were 
charged with involuntary manslaughter. 
The third local baby was stillborn, its body 
concealed in a backpack.

The rarity of such cases and the nature of 
hidden pregnancies creates a challenge for 
local agencies who seek to prevent addition-
al infant deaths. Experts think the answer 
lies in mental-health services and the inter-
vention of friends and family.

Baby Girl

A small, gray stone rests flat in spongy 
grass in the 

Catholic 
section 

of Oakwood Cemetery in Traverse City. The 
marker’s two lines simply read: “Baby Girl 
May 2010.”  

Yards away, large monuments tower over 
family graves, where loved ones pay hom-
age with heaps of miscellaneous memorials. 
Green shamrocks, poinsettias and wreathes 
adorn those plots — testaments to regular 
visits, tangible proof the deceased mattered 
to someone. 

Baby Girl’s grave is bare, save the 

stone.
She was buried last June in a donated, tiny 

white casket at a service attended by strang-
ers. Her mourners were the Grand Traverse 
County sheriff’s deputies who, responding 
to a call on May 14, 2010, found her red and 
brown body face-down in a Garfield Town-
ship backyard.

Still, she is not forgotten. 
On occasion, a woman prays the Rosary 

HIDDEN PREGNANCIES,
SHATTERED LIVES

EDITOR’S NOTE: Three infants dead, 
discarded at birth. Mothers who hid their 
pregnancies. The initial shock of three infant 
deaths in the Grand Traverse region in 2010 
may have subsided, but questions — and 
scars — remain. A special report today ex-
amines the deaths and poses the questions: 
How could such things happen? And can 
similar incidents be prevented?

By VANESSA McCRAY
vmccray@record-eagle.com

TRAVERSE CITY— It happened here. Then it happened again. And again.
Three hidden, dead babies discovered in the region in a six-month span in 2010.
“We’re absolutely alarmed and appalled on a personal level,” said Kit Mikovitz, 

personal health administrator at the Grand Traverse County Health Department. “We feel 
a little bit like we have let someone down as a society.”

■ Situation is scary, but survivable. Page 5A
■ Local agencies willing to help with 
unplanned pregnancies. Page 1E

“I think I was just in shock; I just laid there. 
I just waited a little while, and it still wasn’t 

doing anything and so I just, I think, I 
wrapped it up in a sheet.”

Lynzee Sanders

Emma Clemens, of Boyne City, delivered 
a stillborn male infant on the toilet at her 
uncle’s downstate home in July. Clemens 
brought the baby’s body to her Boyne City 
home in her backpack and attempted to 
bury it under a lilac bush in the backyard. 

Airport director: 
‘We’re here 
to be a partner’
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alongside her grave. Police officers 
come to pay respects. 

The baby’s death, and the details 
surrounding it, slowly emerged. 
Police said her mother, Lynzee 
Sanders, hid her pregnancy and 
gave birth to a live girl at home in 
the fall of 2009. Sanders told police 
she heard gasping sounds from the 
infant, but she was scared, exhaust-
ed from labor, unable to move.

“I think I was just in shock; I just 
laid there,” Sanders told police. “I 
just waited a little while, and it still 
wasn’t doing anything and so I just, 
I think, I wrapped it up in a sheet.”

Sanders put the baby in a plastic 
bag and left the bag in a backyard 
shed. Months later, a dog dragged 
the body from the hiding place and 
revealed Sanders’ secret.

The police report provided a 
grisly narration of that fall day: 
Sanders flipped her stained mat-
tress. She showered and went back 
to bed.

Sanders declined interview 
requests, and her attorney could 
not be reached for comment. In a 
March 5 letter to a Record-Eagle 
reporter, Sanders said she under-
stood the story “has affected many 
people,” but that those who it “af-
fected the most do not need to read 
another newspaper article about 
it.” 

“... (M)y family and myself are 
doing our best to move on and heal 
from this, and it makes it quite 
difficult to do so when a year later 
more newspaper articles are being 
wrote,” Sanders wrote, from an 
Ypsilanti women’s prison.

She pleaded guilty to charges of 
concealing the death of an infant 
and child abuse, in a deal that 
dropped the original involuntary 
manslaughter charge. Sanders, a 
former Grand Traverse Academy 
preschool teaching assistant, is 
serving a maximum four-year term.

The cases

Baby Girl was the second of three 
dead babies whose hidden bodies 
were discovered in the region in 
2010. 

Sanders and two other females 
concealed their pregnancies from 
family and gave birth in private. 
One baby was stillborn, but police 
believe the two born in Grand 
Traverse County died because their 
mothers neglected to seek medical 
care for the newborns.

“The reality is that these are all, 
I guess, shocking is the word,” said 
Fred Keeslar, director of the county 
health department. “In the 19 years 
I’ve been here, I can’t think of this 
coming up before.”

Each gruesome discovery stunned 
the community anew. A basement 
closet, a backyard and a backpack 
under a bush were hasty, temporary 
tombs uncovered in March, May 
and September of last year.

Police found the first, a newborn 
boy, in March 2010, when his teen-
age mother sought hospital treat-
ment for hemorrhaging after giving 
birth in her Traverse City bath-
room. Her baby was tucked under 
paint tarps in a basement closet, 
wrapped in wet towels inside a 
plastic bag. Evidence showed it was 

a live birth. She was charged as 
a juvenile with involuntary man-
slaughter and accepted responsibil-
ity for the crime.

The teen’s father declined com-
ment. Her attorney did not return a 
reporter’s calls.

Emma Clemens, of Boyne City, 
delivered a stillborn male infant on 
the toilet at her uncle’s downstate 
home in July. Clemens brought the 
baby’s body to her Boyne City home 
in her backpack and attempted to 
bury it under a lilac bush in the 
backyard. Her mother discovered 
the pack in September.

This month, Clemens pleaded 
guilty to unlawful disposition of an 
unclaimed body, concluding the 
last of the three court cases. Her at-
torney Edward Zelenak said Clem-
ens, a student at Northern Michigan 
University, is ready to graduate and 
has turned down interview re-
quests to “avoid being a spectacle 
on campus.”

“The important thing about her 
character, from the time of discov-
ery, she cooperated fully,” Zel-
enak said. “That’s the lesson to be 
learned by everybody here ... when 
something goes wrong or goes awry 
that you take immediate steps.”

Hidden pregnancies

At what point in her pregnancy 
did Lynzee Sanders feel her baby 
kick?

A sheriff’s detective wanted to 
know. 

“I don’t really remember. I don’t 
really remember it moving or 
anything,” Sanders responded, in 
police reports.

The detective pressed. She deliv-
ered a full-term, roughly 8-pound 
baby. She would have felt the baby 
doing something. Sanders later 
acknowledged to police she did 
feel the baby moving about a month 
before she delivered, but was in 
denial of her pregnancy.

“I didn’t know until kind of the 
very end. I kind of, but then I like, I 
don’t know, I freaked out because I 
had been drinking ...” Sanders said 
in another police interview. “I don’t 
know. I think I must have known the 
whole time, but just pretended I 
didn’t or I wasn’t.”

All three women hid their preg-
nancies from family. Concealment 
makes it difficult to provide medi-
cal care or pursue options such as 
abortion or adoption.

“It’s going to be hard to intercede 
where someone is denying pregnan-
cy in the first place,” said Keeslar, 
the health department director.

In these rare cases, how do fami-

lies, health agencies and pregnancy 
counselors prevent infant deaths?

“The risk isn’t just from them 
harming their child from homicide. 
(It’s) lack of prenatal care and all 
the complications that can happen 
— suddenly delivering somewhere, 
complications of the pregnancy,” 
said Dr. Susan Hatters Friedman, 
an assistant professor of psychia-
try and pediatrics at Case Western 
Reserve University in Cleveland, 
Ohio.

Her research found the average 
age of women who conceal or deny 
pregnancy to be in their early 20s. 
They have some family support, 
“even though a lot of people were 
afraid of what family reaction 
might be,” she said. Families may 
be complicit in denial “because 
it’s something unpleasant to think 
about and ask about,” she said. 
Women who abuse substances may 
not seek prenatal care because of 
guilt.

A close family member of Sand-
ers told police she didn’t know of 
the pregnancy, though she noticed 
Sanders gaining weight. Around the 
time Sanders gave birth, the same 
relative observed her weight loss 
and attributed it to exercise, police 
reports show. 

The teenage girl’s relatives began 
to suspect she was pregnant in the 
weeks before she gave birth. Her 
father told police he dropped hints 
to his daughter, hoping to prompt 
a conversation. The teen’s attorney 
said her client suffered depression 
symptoms for a few years.

A downstate newspaper reported 
that Clemens’ family members 
asked her repeatedly if she was 
pregnant, but Clemens denied it.

“There are certain things you 
conceal from your parents,” said 
Zelenak, her attorney. “No matter 
how smart you are, it’s very easy 
to overlook the obvious, which is 
prenatal care.”

Parents must talk to their chil-
dren about sex and be the kind of 
parent with whom children can 
speak, said Barb Flis, founder of 
Michigan-based Parent Action for 
Healthy Kids. School curriculum 
should cover sex education as well 
as physical, social and emotional 
health, she said.

“We have focused so much on 
academics of school, and the health 
part of it has suffered, and we are 
seeing the results of that,” Flis said.

Hatters Friedman’s study re-
vealed cracks in health and educa-
tion systems. She called for better 
sex education and more readily 
available psychiatric care. Doctors 
should examine patients without a 

parent in the room. Concerned fam-
ily members and teachers must ask 
if they think a woman or girl might 
be pregnant.

“The medical system is not going 
to be the first line if we are going to 
catch people who are concealing or 
denying,” Hatters Friedman said.

The health department and 
other local agencies studied the 
two Grand Traverse infant deaths 
as part of a child death review 
committee. They concluded the 
problem is a mental-health issue, 
said Mikovitz, the personal health 
administrator. 

Health officials do not blame 
inadequate pregnancy resources 
for the deaths but rather a lack 
of recognition. Women may hide 
pregnancies by wearing layers 
of concealing clothing and giving 
birth at home, Keeslar said. 

“If someone presented at any 
stage of pregnancy, we would be 
able to plug them right into servic-
es,” Mikovitz said.

Community groups, including the 
health department, discussed an 
awareness effort to target hidden 
pregnancy, but a specific plan has 
not been made.

Preventing more deaths may de-
pend on families, friends and teach-
ers initiating awkward conversa-
tions about potential pregnancies.

“If you can break into that, and 
become a friend or a mentor to that 
person then you can avoid, I would 
assume, all these tragic deaths. 
We just have to have people stand 
up and be more involved,” said 
Sarah Lackie, adoption supervisor 
at Bethany Christian Services in 
Traverse City.

Disturbing questions

Baby Girl’s grave is a stark re-
minder.

In one warm March week, the 
snow surrounding it melted, reveal-
ing the small stone with its scant 
lines.

“Baby Girl May 2010.”
That month, she ceased to be a 

secret. Her death, and the discover-
ies of the two other hidden babies, 
introduced a disturbing question.

“All three of these women ex-
perienced a home delivery, and 
nobody should have to do that,” 
Lackie said. “Six lives have been 
destroyed.”

Lackie can’t help but wonder if 
there are other babies, yet-to-be-
found, that met a similar fate. 

“It’s a legitimate question. What 
we don’t know, we don’t know,” Kee-
slar said.
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By vanessa Mccray
vmccray@record-eagle.com

TRAVERSE CITY — Three local 
women became the center of police 
investigations and courtroom drama 
after their hidden babies were 
discovered.

The following are details from po-
lice reports and court proceedings:

Teenage Girl*
Hometown: Traverse City
Age: 16
Case: A girl, then 15, gave birth 

to a 9-pound boy in March 2010. 
She told her father, who suspected 
his daughter might be pregnant, 
that she might have miscarried and 
was bleeding heavily. The father 
took her to Munson Medical Center, 
where a doctor determined the girl 
had delivered a full or near-full term 
infant and alerted police. Police 
found the body of a baby boy in a 
basement closet in her Traverse 
City home. An autopsy found evi-
dence “indicative of live birth,” and 
the cause of death was listed as 
homicidal neglect.

Charges: A felony count of invol-
untary manslaughter, charged as a 
juvenile, for failing to seek medical 
treatment for the newborn.

Sentence: The girl accepted 
responsibility for the crime. She was 
placed on probation for three years, 
with part of the term to be served in 
a secure treatment facility. 

Court quote: “I’m sorry,” the teen 
said at sentencing. “If I could go 
back in time and change everything, 
I would.”

*The Record-Eagle has not 
named the teenager because she is 
a minor.

Lynzee Sanders
Hometown: Garfield Township, 

Grand Traverse County
Age: 27
Case: Police responded to a 

house Sanders shared with relatives 
on May 14, 2010, after receiving 
a report of a dead infant found in 
the backyard. A doctor determined 
the baby girl weighed roughly 8 
pounds at birth. A DNA test showed 
Sanders was the child’s mother. 

She told police 
she went into 
labor at home in 
the fall of 2009. 
She heard gasp-
ing noises from 
the baby, but she 
couldn’t move 
and was in shock. 
Sanders told 
police the noises 
stopped, and she 

wrapped the baby in a bed sheet, 
put the baby in a bag and left the 
bag in a shed. A dog dragged the 
infant’s body from the shed months 
later.

Charges: One felony count of 
involuntary manslaughter and a 
misdemeanor count of concealing 
the death of an infant.

Sentence: Sanders pleaded guilty 
to a reduced charge of second-de-
gree child abuse and to concealing 
the death of an infant. The pros-
ecutor said authorities had no way 
to determine the cause of death, 
except for Sanders’ statement that 
the baby was born alive. A judge 
sentenced her to 16 to 48 months in 
prison. Sanders is serving her term 
at an Ypsilanti women’s prison.

Court quote: “Not a day goes 
by that thoughts don’t agonize 
me ... Why didn’t I ask for help? 
Why didn’t I tell anyone? Why did 
I let this happen?” Sanders said at 
sentencing.

Emma Clemens
Hometown: Boyne City
Age: 22
Case: Clemens gave birth to a 

stillborn baby in the bathroom of a 
relative’s downstate home on July 

24, 2010, during a 
family trip to see 
a Tigers baseball 
game. She put the 
body in her back-
pack and brought 
the remains back 
to her family home 
in Boyne City, 
police said. Later, 
she tried to bury 
the baby in the 

backyard under a lilac bush. She 
was unable to finish digging a hole 
and left the baby in the backpack in 
the bush. Clemens’ mother discov-
ered the backpack in September 
while trimming the bush. Her father 
brought it to the police department.

Charges: One felony count of 
disinterment and mutilation of a 
body and a misdemeanor count of 
unlawful disposition of an unclaimed 
body.

Sentence: Clemens pleaded guilty 
this month to the misdemeanor and 
was placed on one year of probation 
and ordered to undergo counseling. 
The felony count was dismissed.

3 tragic cases infants
Questions remain 
after three infant 
deaths in region

Sanders

Clemens

By LInDsay vanHULLe
lvanhulle@record-eagle.com

TRAVERSE CITY — Traverse 
City Area Public Schools aims 
to reduce sexual activity among 
students by promoting an absti-
nence-based sex-education cur-
riculum.

School nurses and teachers 
emphasize postponing sex until 
adulthood, saying it is the only 
foolproof method to avoid preg-
nancy and disease.

That remains the district’s ap-
proach today, following a series of 
infant deaths in the past year that 
resulted from mothers concealing 
their pregnancies. Among them 
was a then-15-year-old TCAPS 
student who gave birth at home 
in March 2010, then attempted to 
conceal the infant in her base-
ment.

The cases raised questions 
about how communities should 
support girls and women dealing 
with unintended pregnancies to 
prevent similar incidents.

“We don’t want that to happen,” 
said Tina Soyring, a school nurse 

and TCAPS sex-education advi-
sory committee member. “We try 
to be proactive.”

When they surfaced, the cases 
themselves weren’t used as teach-
ing tools to guide the district’s 
human sexuality units, committee 
members said. 

In general, they might have 
prompted the group to review 
how instructors cover Michigan’s 
safe delivery law, in which moth-
ers can drop off their infants 
without fear of prosecution for 
up to 72 hours after birth, Soyring 
said.

Committee members don’t men-
tion specifics during meetings, 
Soyring said.

“We’re looking at curriculum,” 
she said. “I think that spurred dis-
cussion for us to maybe revisit it.”

Michigan law requires schools 
that offer sex-education programs 
to stress abstinence. Abortion 
can’t be taught, nor can contra-
ceptives be distributed to stu-
dents.

TCAPS does teach birth-control 
methods and their effectiveness; 

sexually transmitted diseases, in-
cluding HIV and AIDS; and physi-
cal, emotional and other effects 
of pregnancy. Instructors offer re-
sources for testing and treatment 
of illnesses and talk about adop-
tion and the safe delivery law.

Advisory committee members 
review all curriculum materials 
and decide what is appropriate 
for each grade level. They include 
parents, students, teachers, reli-
gious leaders and medical profes-
sionals.

All district-sponsored lessons 
are optional and meant to be 
supplemental to what families 
teach their children, Soyring said.

Associate Superintendent Jayne 
Mohr said sex education is as 
much a responsibility of instruc-
tors as academic subject areas. 
But, she said, they can’t control 
what students retain or seek out 
from friends or the Internet.

The infant cases “didn’t occur at 
school,” she said. “I think it was a 
shock to our community at large.”

Mohr said the hope and expecta-
tion is that school employees and 

students alike tell principals or 
counselors if they have concerns 
about other students, including 
that they might be pregnant.

Instructors discuss what to do 
if students choose not to abstain 
from sex, but the district’s focus is 
on prevention.

About five years ago, East Bay 
Township resident Beth Friend 
spent a school year on the advi-
sory committee. She left in part 
because of time constraints, but 
also because she didn’t think all 
opinions were given equal weight.

“I wouldn’t say that the group 
was ineffective,” Friend said. “I 
don’t know that they necessarily 
always considered some of the 
divergent viewpoints that were 
expressed.”

It would seem better to err on 
the side of giving more informa-
tion than not enough to prevent 
future infant deaths, Friend said, 
since others could occur despite 
the district’s best efforts.

“You never quite know what’s 
having an impact and what’s not,” 
she said.

TCAPS emphasizes abstinence in sex-ed classes
e d u c a t i o n
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Lynzee 
Sanders is 
currently 
serving a 
16-month 
to four-
year prison 
sentence at 
the Women’s 
Huron Valley 
Correctional 
Facility in 
Ypsilanti, 
seen here in 
February.

from page 1a
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By vanessa Mccray
vmccray@record-eagle.com

TRAVERSE CITY — Kala 
Neff is a talkative 22-year-
old, with light auburn hair 
swept behind a sparkly red 
headband that coordinated 
perfectly with her red 
sweater.

She has a wide smile, but 
also wields a strong opin-
ion. Neff is angry.

She followed the news-
paper stories closely: Two 
local women, in unrelated 
cases, hid their pregnan-
cies from family and gave 
birth. Both neglected to 
seek medical care for the 
newborns, who died, and 
both women hid their ba-
bies’ bodies. 

“I’ve seen so many young 
moms — and no matter 
what your situation is — 
you can always find some-
one to help you,” said Neff, 
of Traverse City. “I feel bad 
for those babies.”

She knows more than 
most about what it’s like to 
be pregnant but not ready 
for a baby. Neff was preg-
nant with her first child at 
age 17.

“I was shocked,” she said.
Revealing the news was 

difficult, even for a girl who 
called her mother her “best 
friend.”

“She was just silent. She 
said, ‘OK,’” Neff said.

It turned out more than 
just OK. Neff was lucky to 
have family to lean on and 
local resources such as the 
Doula Teen Parent Pro-
gram. She graduated from 
Traverse City High School, 
“with a 4.0, I must add.”

“We went through all the 
options, but after everyone 
knew that I had chosen to 
keep my son, it turned to 
excitement,” Neff said.

It’s not as smooth for 
every woman with an un-
planned pregnancy. Some 
lack family support, fear 
harsh judgment, are in de-
nial or an abusive relation-
ship. Money may be tight 
and high school unfinished. 

Still, five young women 
who faced unplanned preg-
nancies said local resourc-
es exist to handle such 
crises. They are all young 
mothers who chose the role 
after finding out they were 

‘Always a way that things will work out’
u n p l a n n e d  p r e g n a n c i e s

By vanessa Mccray
vmccray@record-eagle.com

TRAVERSE CITY — It 
began with the car wash 
baby.

At least, that’s the one 
that stands out in Jean 
Hoffman’s mind. 

A newborn bundled in 
towels, placed in a card-
board box and left at a 
Lansing car wash. It was 
May 2000, and the teenage 
mother hid her pregnancy 
and gave birth at home 
a few days before depos-
iting the baby in a car 
wash bay. The child was 
found alive, but the case 
and several other infant 
abandonments prompted 
Michigan’s Safe Delivery 
law.

Hoffman, a consultant 
for the state program, 
remembers another infant 
left in a car seat on the 
side of the road — discov-
ered by a passerby — and 
a baby deserted at a Tar-
get store.

Safe Delivery allows 
someone to anonymously 
relinquish a newborn 
within three days of birth 
without threat of prosecu-
tion. The intent is to elim-
inate desperate drop-offs 
and provide a safer, legal 
way to leave an infant.

It’s never been used in 
Grand Traverse County, 

and the average age of 
women who handed over 
babies is just more than 
26.

“Something you never 
think about is abandoned 
babies,” said Keri Wan-
gler, a nurse at Planned 
Parenthood of West and 
Northern Michigan. 

Safe Delivery aware-
ness became a bigger 
priority for agencies after 
local discoveries of dead 
infants whose mothers 
hid their pregnancies. 
Planned Parenthood’s 
Traverse City center now 
includes Safe Delivery 
information in packets 
for women with positive 
pregnancy tests. Adoption 
agency Bethany Christian 
Services wants to hold 
community forums on the 
topic.

In the last dozen years, 
all 50 states enacted a 
flurry of “safe-haven” 
laws. Michigan’s law 
took effect Jan. 1, 2001. 
The first baby was relin-
quished at a Kalamazoo 
hospital by a 19-year-old 
woman about a month 
later.

In total, 98 Michigan ba-
bies began their lives in 
this unusual way, handed 
over — “surrendered” is 
how the state puts it — to 
strangers. The law re-
quires babies be given to 

an employee of a fire de-
partment, police station 
or hospital. A hospital is 
the preferred place and 
where the vast majority of 
the state’s Safe Delivery 
babies were brought.

A doctor examines the 
babies to determine they 
are no older than 72 hours 
and looks for indications 
of abuse or neglect. The 
hospital then contacts an 
adoption agency for im-
mediate placement with a 

prospective family. 
“Our biggest challenge 

is trying to keep the 
public aware of this law 
because it doesn’t happen 
often enough, but certain-
ly the instances that you 
experienced in Traverse 
City did bring it to the 
forefront,” Hoffman said.

It’s even more rare in 
northern Michigan. State 
records show only three 
babies surrendered 
through the decade-old 

program; two in Crawford 
County and one in Emmet 
County.

A 20-year-old woman 
brought a newborn to 
a Crawford hospital in 
July 2001. In May 2004, a 
newborn was delivered 
and surrendered at an 
Emmet hospital. A few 
weeks later, a 38-year-old 
woman delivered and sur-
rendered her newborn in 
Crawford. It hasn’t hap-
pened up here since.

Experts view Safe De-
livery as a last resort, a 
legal fix for a parent who 
decides she is unable or 
unwilling to raise her 
baby. They would prefer 
mothers plan ahead dur-
ing pregnancy. 

“We are not promoting 
Safe Delivery,” said Toni 
Carter, an adoption spe-
cialist at Bethany’s Tra-
verse City branch. “(But) 
that’s better than having 
legal prosecution or the 
death of the baby.”

The process is anony-
mous, but emergency 
service providers who re-
ceive babies try to obtain 
basic medical history. The 
age of the mothers is a 
shock to some. 

“Quite frankly, when 
we were working on the 
legislation back in 2000 
we all kind of felt that it 
was a teen or young adult 

that would be the most 
likely to abandon or harm 
a newborn. But we were 
surprised to see that the 
age range was so wide,” 
Hoffman said.

No teenagers were 
among the 11 women who 
surrendered infants in 
Michigan last year. The 
youngest was 21, the old-
est 38. 

“You just can’t predict 
who will abandon their 
infant or who will take ad-
vantage of the Safe Deliv-
ery law,” Hoffman said.

A police officer at a law 
enforcement center who 
handles a surrender case 
has the right to detain or 
investigate if he believes 
a minor parent has been 
the victim of a sexual as-
sault, Hoffman said. Fire 
department employees 
and medical providers 
have no legal obligation 
to take action, she said.

“I think, all in all, if 
you’ve got a panicked, 
desperate parent who’s 
a minor, law enforce-
ment would be their last 
choice. Perception-wise, 
that’s a little more intimi-
dating,” Hoffman said. 
“When we do training, we 
want to stress that a hos-
pital would be the safest 
choice.”

Michigan offers Safe Delivery law as a last resort
s a f e  h a v e n  l a w s

Situation is scary, 
but survivable for 
mom and baby

Record-Eagle 
photos by 

Jan-Michael 
Stump

Far left, Jennifer Cooper and 
her 8-month old son, Brayden 
Cooper. Top, Nicole Foster 
and her daughter, Kimberlee 
Foster, 1. Left, Kala Neff, left, 
and Samantha Wagner. Above, 
Kayla Buschur. 

unexpectedly expecting. 
They love motherhood, but 
don’t sugarcoat the experi-
ence. The stigma is real. 
Telling people you’re preg-
nant is tough. Parenting, if 
that’s the choice you make, 
is hard.

The situation is surviv-
able, but it requires taking 
the sometimes scary steps 
of confiding in someone 
and seeking help.

“Tell somebody that you 
can trust, and tell some-
body that can help you 
make a good decision,” said 
Samantha Wagner, 21, of 
Traverse City.

Sound advice, but not 
always easy. Wagner, preg-
nant at 19, didn’t tell any 
family member until she 
was seven months along. 

Nicole Foster, now 20, 
took a pregnancy test at 
the health department. It 
came back positive. She 
can still recite that con-

versation with her father, 
which she repeated as her 
15-month-old pig-tailed and 
polka-dot-dressed daughter 
played at her feet.

“I was like, ‘What are 
you doing? Are you sitting 
down? I have something to 
tell you,’” Foster remem-
bered. “(He said), ‘You’re 
pregnant.’”

Jennifer Cooper, 21, and 
a mother of three, became 
pregnant with her first 
child at age 16. She was 
young and thought she was 
“dead” — life would be 
over when others found out.

“I didn’t want to tell my 
parents. I told my aunt first, 
and she took me to Planned 
Parenthood,” Cooper said. 

With the pregnancy con-
firmed, she faced the task 
of telling the rest of her 
family.

“I didn’t even honestly 
know what to think ... that 
they would kind of disown 

me in a way,” she said.
She received support, but 

suffered judgmental stares 
from strangers. More than 
once she caught a prying 
eye search her ring finger 
for a wedding band.

“They look,” Cooper said.
“Dirty looks,” agreed Wag-

ner. “Usually the little old 
ladies in the grocery store.”

Rebuke popped up from 
unexpected sources, too. 
Foster encountered it dur-
ing a medical appointment.

“Some places just look at 
you and push you out of the 
way because you are a teen 
mom,” she said.

The stigma made Wagner 
feel isolated, as if she had 
lost everything.

“You block yourself off 
automatically,” she said.

All of the women sought 
assistance from the Wom-
en’s Resource Center’s 
Doula program, which 
serves the five-county area. 

They connected with other 
pregnant teens and young 
mothers, and tapped into 
free services such as birth-
ing classes, support groups 
and one-on-one mentoring.

The bond is clear. They sit 
in a loose circle and chat 
comfortably about colicky 
babies, delivery rooms and 
topics as intimate as birth 
control. Young motherhood 
is a sorority of sorts, and 
admission comes with big 
responsibilities.

“I straightened myself 
out. I had sex. I have to take 
care of what I’ve made,” 
said Kayla Buschur, 22.

She was pregnant at 18, 
living in Tennessee in 
“dirty” conditions where 
she couldn’t even fix 
proper, nutritious meals. 
She went home to her sup-
portive mother.

“Boy, was it an emotional 
wreck,” she said.

Buschur considered 

adoption “for a split-sec-
ond,” but the idea didn’t 
hold long enough to call 
an adoption service. She 
decided to raise her child. 
The other mothers, too, 
made the parenting deci-
sion fairly quickly. A failing 
support system is a “big 
factor” for some women she 
meets who choose abortion, 
said Doula program coordi-
nator Nicole Ball.

Community resources 
such as Michigan Works job 
training, day-care volun-
teering and the Doula pro-
gram made the tough task 
of pregnancy and parenting 
easier for Buschur. 

“They helped me keep it 
together,” she said.

The women offered hope 
for those who view an 
unplanned pregnancy as a 
dire situation.

“There’s always a way 
that things will work out,” 
Neff said.
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Northern Living

Local agencies willing to help with unplanned pregnancies

By VANESSA McCRAY
vmccray@record-eagle.com

TRAVERSE CITY — Unplanned pregnancy? Pick up 
the phone.

“That first phone call is really hard. If you’re 
scared, talk to somebody. (It) might be the nurse, friend, 
friend’s mother, pastor. Take it one step at a time,” said 
Toni Carter, an adoption specialist with Bethany Chris-
tian Services in Traverse City.

Numerous local agencies will assist women and teens 
who face an unplanned pregnancy. Many provide ser-
vices at little or no cost, and are staffed with counselors 
who want to help.

Women have three options when faced with an un-
expected pregnancy: adoption, abortion or parenting. 
Local agencies can give women information about their 
choices and provide resources during pregnancy. 

“A lot of times they already know what they want to 
do,” said Keri Wangler, a nurse at Planned Parenthood of 
West and Northern Michigan.

Bethany provides pregnancy counseling and will con-
nect women to resources if she chooses to parent a child. 
A counselor asks about the woman’s support system, 
housing, transportation and health insurance to deter-
mine her needs.

The agency helps craft a plan for expectant mothers 
who choose adoption. Those plans can include even 
small details, such as who can visit the hospital delivery 
room. 

It’s best if women contact the agency at least two to 
three months before their due date. That allows time to 
meet with a prospective adoptive family and “process 
what it means to place a child up for adoption,” said 
Bethany’s Sarah Lackie.

But the agency will step in with much shorter notice, 
even starting the adoption process after a hospital call.

“Sometimes we just meet clients for the first time after 
they have delivered the baby,” Lackie said.

Visiting a website or sending an email can be an anony-
mous way of initiating help, Carter said. A counselor can 
help scared teens tell their parents about a pregnancy 
through role playing or even be there when the teen 
breaks the news.

The Doula Teen Parent Program, run by the Women’s 
Resource Center, offers a multitude of services for young 
mothers and pregnant teens. Help includes counseling, 
crisis support, birthing classes and the chance to be 
matched with a “doula” mentor.

Program coordinator Nicole Ball said the training and 
mentoring is always “nonjudgmental.” Some girls join 
the program just for access to the diaper stock in the 
baby pantry; others come to weekly support groups.

Wangler has witnessed a gamut of emotions from 
women who come to the Traverse City Planned Par-

“You make a decision, and you go on, and we’re here to help you.”

Keri Wangler, Planned Parenthood of West and Northern Michigan

There’s an upside to 
everything.

And if there’s an 
upside to living the way 
I do now, working in one 
town and having a house in 
another 180 miles away — 
besides having a good job, 
of course — it’s popcorn.

I love good popcorn. And 
I drive, a lot, from Tra-
verse City to Kalamazoo 
almost every week, and 
to other places for work. 
To stay awake sometimes, 
I need to snack. I have 
fallen asleep during a lot 
of things but never while 
eating. And the snack has 
to last longer than the dis-
tance from the exit at the 
convenience store to the 
freeway. Happily, there is 
popcorn.

It can’t be just any pop-
corn. Not rancid popcorn 
or popcorn that tastes like 
it was popped in the same 
solution used to clean the 
floors.

Through trial and error, I 
know where the good pop-
corn is — not everywhere, 
but in my little circle of 
travels, and history. So 
here, for those of you who 
are also popcorn nuts, is 
my review of popcorn I 
have known.

Pop-Kie’s in downtown 
Traverse City is a given — 
fat kernels, great flavor. 
Kilwin’s downtown also 
has good popcorn. 

To me, going to see a 
movie is as much about 
the popcorn as it is the 
film, and the State The-
atre doesn’t disappoint on 
either count. Settling into 
one of those cushy seats 
and nibbling popcorn in 
the dark has to be some-
what like the experience 
of being in the womb  — 
with entertainment.

Expanding our geograph-
ic reach, I can tell you that 
there will always be a soft 
spot in my heart for Alice’s 
Kandy and Korn in Macki-
naw City. When the kids 
were little and we lived 
in Petoskey, Alice’s was a 
much-anticipated part of 
our day trips to a water-
front playground there.

Going to a Whitecaps 
game? Grand Rapids Pop-
corn is just down the street 
from the stadium, and ex-
cellent, though they close 
at 5 p.m. weekdays and 2 
p.m. Saturdays. It is kind 
of sad that I know that.

I typically prefer plain 
old popcorn. But there’s 
a company out of Grand 
Rapids called Dorothy & 
Tony’s, formerly Dorothy 
& Toto’s, that makes ad-
dictive kettle corn with a 
nice extra-salty edge. If 
you spot it, try it. You’ll be 
glad you did.

If you are ever in down-
town Lansing and love 
popcorn, you have to stop 
at The Peanut Shop. It’s 
the best I’ve ever eaten, 
second only to Nuts on 
Clark in Chicago. There 
are several locations, but 
I happened to follow my 
nose to the one in Union 
Station recently. Wonder-
ful. 

And for reliably good 
everyday fresh popcorn, 
you’ve got to try the Wesco 
station in Cadillac. By the 
looks of the people I see 
streaming in unasham-
edly with their refillable 
plastic buckets, I’m not the 
only one who thinks that. 

Not that I have gone so 
far as to purchase a refill-
able bucket of my own.

Not yet.
Kathy Gibbons can be 

reached at gibbonskath@
yahoo.com.

Popcorn nuts 
have a kernel 
of good finds

BY ANDY TAYLOR
ataylor@record-eagle.com

CADILLAC — If it were 
possible to bottle and 
sell ambition, Eric Wotila 
would undoubtedly be a 
very rich man.

At an age when most of 

his peers would be study-
ing for college finals or 
going through the daily 
grind with the rest of the 
work force, the 22-year-
old Cadillac native was 
jumping through Federal 
Communications Commis-

sion hoops on the way to 
launching his own televi-
sion station — MI News 
26. The station began 
broadcasting over the air 
on three digital channels 
this year, covering the 

Age, or lack thereof, is no impediment
N O R T H E R N  P E O P L E

Entrepreneur, 22, starts his own cable TV stations

THERE AREOPTIONS
Bethany Christian 

Services
Website: http://impregnant.

org/ and www.bethany.org/
traversecity

Phone: 995-0870
Location: 1055 Carriage Hill 

Drive, Suite 2 in Traverse City
How they help: Pregnancy 

counseling, adoption planning 
and services

Doula Teen Parent 
Program

Website: www.womensre-
sourcecenter.org/

Phone: 947-0067
Location: 3962 Three Mile 

Road at Traverse City High 
School in Traverse City

How they help: Programs 
and support for pregnant and 
parenting teens up to age 20, 
including parenting, birth and 
delivery education; support 
groups; baby pantry and one-
on-one mentoring

K-Town Youth Care
Website: www.co.grand-

traverse.mi.us/departments/
health

Phone: 263-5895
Location: 112 Brownson 

Ave., Kingsley
How they help: Pregnancy 

testing for women and girls 
ages 10 to 21 and related 
assistance

Planned Parenthood 
of West and Northern 
Michigan

Traverse City Health 
Center

Website: www.ppwnm.org
Phone: 929-1844
Location: 1135 E. Eighth 

St., Traverse City
How they help: Pregnancy 

testing; options counseling 
and referrals for parenting, 
adoption and abortion

Local Pregnancy Resources

K A T H Y 
G I B B O N S

Local columnist

Record-Eagle/Vanessa McCray

The Pregnancy Care Center 
of Traverse Bay Area offers 
testing and other services for 
women seeking help during a 
pregnancy.

Record-Eagle/Keith King
Toni Carter is the adoption specialist at Bethany Christian Services in Traverse City.

SEE LOCAL PAGE 2E

Special to the Record-Eagle

Eric Wotila, 22, has launched his own television station.

SEE OPTIONS PAGE 2E

SEE WOTILA PAGE 2E



MONDAY  

Horizon Books Story Hour, 
10-11 a.m.; story, activities 
and craft; “Hockey” theme. 
Details at 946-7290, (800) 
587-2147 or www.horizon-
books.com. Horizon Books, 
243 E. Front St., TC.

TUESDAY  

Crawford County Library’s 
Literary Book Club meeting, 
5 p.m.; Discussion of “Killing 
Floor” by Lee Child. Details 
at (989) 348-9214 or www.
crawfordco.lib.mi.us. De-
vereaux Library, 201 Plum St., 
Grayling.

WEDNESDAY  

Devereaux Library Story Hour, 
11:15 a.m.; stories, crafts and 
snacks. Devereaux Memorial 
Library, 201 Plum St., Gray-
ling.

Great Lakes Children’s Museum 
Interactive Story Time, 11 
a.m.; story and activity or 
craft, for children from pre-K 
through early elementary 
school. Free with $6 museum 
admission. Details at 932-
4526 or www.greatlakeskids.
org. Great Lakes Children’s 
Museum, 13240 S. West Bay 
Shore Dr., TC.

Preschool Story Hour, 10 a.m.; 
no charge; Interlochen Public 
Library, Interlochen.

Wigglers Story Time, 10:30 
a.m.; ages 0-5 (with parent); 
Suttons Bay-Bingham District 
Library, 416 Front St., Suttons 

Bay.

THURSDAY  

Devereaux Library presents 
POEtry to Chill By, 3:30 
p.m.; For children ages 6-12, 
registration required. Details/
registration at (989) 348-9214 
or www.crawfordco.lib.mi.us. 
Devereaux Library, 201 Plum 

St., Grayling.

FRIDAY  

Great Lakes Children’s Museum 
Toddler Time, 10 a.m.-noon; 
Interactive games and activi-
ties for toddlers. No reser-
vation necessary; free with 
museum admission of $6 for 
ages 2/older. Details at 932-

4526 or www.greatlakeskids.
org. Great Lakes Children’s 
Museum, 13240 S. West Bay 
Shore Dr., TC.

Wigglers Story Time, 10:30 a.m.; 
Ages 0-5 (with parent). Suttons 
Bay-Bingham District Library, 
416 Front St., Suttons Bay.

Book calendar items may be 
e-mailed to features@record-
eagle.com.

enthood center for a 
pregnancy test. Some are 
nervous, others “scared to 
death” or “really excited.”

After talking to someone 
and taking a pregnancy 
test, “99 percent feel bet-
ter,” Wangler said.

“They found out it’s not 

humiliating or degrading,” 
she said. “You make a de-
cision, and you go on, and 
we’re here to help you.”

Planned Parenthood can 
refer women to a local 
provider for a medical 
abortion in early weeks of 
pregnancy. Downstate fa-
cilities can provide other 
abortion procedures. They 
also supply information on 
prenatal care, ask about a 
patient’s support system, 
and give doctor and adop-
tion referrals.

“You are never alone,” 
Wangler said. “Don’t 
ever be embarrassed or 
ashamed to come in here.”

3537 W. Front Street • Traverse City

WELCOMING 
Dr. Andrea Essenmacher

Accepting 
New Patients
231-935-8930

www.westfrontprimarycare.com
3.23.2495513

3/27-246514
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OPTIONS
Agencies can help 
with unplanned 
pregnancies

Pregnancy Care Center of 
Traverse Bay Area

Website: http://know4sure.
org/

Phone: 929-3488
Location: 121 Garfield Ave., 

Suite C, Traverse City
How they help: Pregnancy 

testing, ultrasound, pregnancy 
counseling, parenting and 
adoption referrals

Safe Delivery Hotline
Phone: (866) 733-7733
How they help: Call anytime 

for information on Michigan’s 
safe delivery law, which al-
lows for the surrender of a 
newborn within three days 
of birth to an employee of a 
hospital, fire department or 
police station.

Third Level Crisis 
Intervention Center

Website: www.thirdlevel.org
Phone: 922-4800 or (800) 

442-7315
Location: 1022 E. Front St., 

Traverse City
How they help: Counselors 

will talk with women in a crisis 
pregnancy in a free, confiden-
tial and anonymous discus-
sion. Counselors will also talk 
with friends or family who 
think a loved one might be 
concealing a pregnancy.

Women’s Resource Center
Website: www.womensre-

sourcecenter.org
Phone: 941-1210
Location: 720 S. Elmwood, 

Suite 2, Traverse City
How they help: Assistance 

for pregnant women who are 
also in an abusive relation-
ship or victims of domestic 
violence

Youth Health & Wellness 
Center 

Website: www.co.grand-
traverse.mi.us/departments/
health

Phone: 922-6416
Location: 880 Parsons 

Road at the Career-Tech 
Center, Traverse City

How they help: Pregnancy 
testing for women and girls 
ages 10 to 21; assistance 
signing up for Medicaid, WIC 
and finding a doctor

LOCAL
Local pregnancy 
resources for 
those in need

WOTILA
Entrepreneur, 22, 
starts his own 
cable TV stations

Cadillac area: Channel 
26.1 features local news 
and community informa-
tion 24 hours a day, Chan-
nel 26.2 shows classic TV 
shows such as “Bonanza” 
and “Jack Benny,” and 26.3 
is dedicated to classic and 
independent films.

Despite his young age, 
MI News 26 was the culmi-
nation of years of ex-
perimenting and work for 
Wotila. He began tinkering 
with video from the start.

“I remember running 
around with my parents’ 
VHS Handycam in the 
early ’90s,” Wotila said.

Before he was in sixth 
grade, Wotila briefly 
broadcast a TV station 
from his house, accord-
ing to his mother, Cynthia, 
sending out a signal only 
the neighbors could pick 
up. And when he was 14, 
he secured the rights to a 
book he had read, “Inter-
net Detectives: Net Ban-
dits,” then wrote a screen-
play based on the book, 
and directed and filmed a 
feature-length version of 
the story, his mom said.

“From the day he was 
born he was ambitious,” 
Cynthia Wotila said. “He 
always had an agenda, and 
he always knew where he 
wanted to go with it. It was 

like holding onto the tail 
of a tiger. It was always 
tech related, between the 
computer live streaming or 
doing videos. He would do 
stop-action movies when 
he was really young and 
edit those on the com-
puter.”

Although he took a hand-
ful of college courses, Eric 
Wotila said he is mostly 
self-taught and acquired 
his knowledge on the job. 
At 15, he was working for a 
local public access station 
and taping sports events, 
he said. He also was an 
intern for the local Fox 
affiliate.

“It was a great learn-
ing experience where I 
was able to produce for a 
network newscast,” Wotila 
said.

In 2007, Wotila launched 

a news website. Then came 
“Local Edition,” a five-
minute news cut-in that 
aired each hour on CNN’s 
HLN channel in the Ca-
dillac area. When “Local 
Edition” ended, Wotila 
heard the FCC was accept-
ing applications for televi-
sion stations and decided 
to apply.

His age never was a fac-
tor as he was working with 
government officials and 
meeting potential inves-
tors on the way to starting 
the station. 

“A lot of people, like the 
FCC, I don’t even think I 
mentioned my age to any-
one ...,” Wotila said. “Most 
people are quite surprised 
by the fact. I don’t go out 
of my way to hide it, but I 
don’t go out of my way to 
hype it.”

MI News 26 reporter 
Paula Jasper said Wotila’s 
intelligence and ability to 
focus were what impressed 
her the most.

“If you didn’t know how 
young he was, it wouldn’t 
be something that would 
stand out at all,” Jasper 
said. 

“Once I met him it was 
obvious he knew what he 
was doing, and it was going 
to be an amazing project,” 
she said.

Age is just a number to 
Wotila, who said it doesn’t 

matter how old you are 
when it comes to achieving 
goals.

“I am proud that I am 
able to put these projects 
together at a young age,” 
he said. “At the same time 
I just view it as … I’m go-
ing to do this, I’m not going 
to let age hold me back.

“I had the dream, I fol-
lowed it, and I got there. 
I think anyone who has 
a great idea can follow 
through on it if they just 
put their mind to it ...,” he 
said. 

B O O K S  C A L E N D A R
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