
How Syracuse couples 
nurtured their relationships 

during the pandemic
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DISCLAIMER

THE VIEWS EXPRESSED IN THE STAND 
ARE NOT NECESSARILY THOSE OF THE 
ENTIRE STAFF. THE STAND WELCOMES 
SUBMISSIONS FROM ALL MEMBERS OF 
SYRACUSE’S SOUTH SIDE BUT RETAINS 
THE RIGHT TO PUBLISH ONLY MATERIAL 
THE STAND DEEMS ACCEPTABLE TO THE 
PUBLICATION’S EDITORIAL PURPOSE AND  
IN KEEPING WITH COMMUNITY STANDARDS.

What: Sankofa Foodshare
When:  Noon to 2 p.m. Wednesday,  
Feb. 24
Where: Cafe Sankofa, 2323 S. Salina St.
Details: This fresh produce and 
meat giveaway is organized by Liberty 
Resources. Items are available for 
individuals and families in Onondaga 
County. For safety, this is a drive-
through event, but food will still be 
provided for individuals who walk-up. 
There are limited spots available for 
food delivery. 
Cost: Free and open to the public
To Register: Call (315) 345-4239

What: Virtual Artist Talk | Aaron Turner: Black Alchemy, 
Backwards/Forwards
When: 6 p.m. Thursday, Feb. 18
Where: Virtual, watch via Facebook Live online at  
facebook.com/lightworkorg 
Details: Mary Lee Hodgens, associate director of Light 
Work, will moderate a virtual conversation and Q&A 
with Arkansas-based photographer Aaron Turner. Known 
for his interesting juxtapositions, Turner’s work portrays 
Black history, honoring its heroes. His art is on display 
at the Kathleen O. Ellis Gallery through March 4, at  
316 Waverly Ave. 
Cost: Free
More Info: Call (315) 443-2450 or email  
info@lightwork.org
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FATHERHOOD | Meet Odean Dyer, a new father learning to compromise in 
fatherhood, marriage and life.

COMMUNITY | Learn how a one nonprofit pivoted to meet the needs of residents 
during the pandemic and meet the new face of its local center.

SCHOOL AND YOUTH | City students from kindergarten to 12th grade submitted 
entries to The Stand’s first writing contest, sharing how COVID-19 has impacted them.

FEATURES | Whether trusting fate or relying on strong, clear communication, two  
Syracuse couples share their strategies for relationship success.

ENTERTAINMENT | A Friendly Five music columnist Reggie Seigler connects with local 
couples who excel at love and musicianship.
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COMMUNITY | Meet Kelsie Montaque, whose holistic approach will help support the 
development of the new Brady Market, set to open on the city’s Southwest Side.

COMMUNITY | Learn how organizer Stacy Bautista acts as the glue for members of  
the Eastern Farm Workers Association. 

For a full listing of upcoming events, visit MySouthSideStand.com/events/ 
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As COVID-19 cases spiked in Syracuse this winter, I heard from more and more South Side 
residents that they had lost someone dear to them. 

In an effort to support health equity when it comes to the pandemic, the 
county in partnership with New York state developed pop-up vaccination 
clinics to vaccinate minorities directly in the neighborhoods they call 
home. The Stand’s reporter Violet Lazarus and photographer Mike 
Greenlar covered the very first pop-up held in the city’s South Side. It 
was first announced to residents by Gov. Andrew Cuomo the day prior in 
a message that played during the People’s AME Zion Church’s Sunday 
service.

“[COVID] exposed the racism, the discrimination and the injustice that 
laid on the bottom of America,” Cuomo said. “Blacks died at twice the 
rate of whites. Hispanics died at one and half times the rate of whites. 
We now have a vaccine that will save lives, but it will only save lives if 
we take it.”

So far, three pop-ups have been offered to help increase access of the COVID-19 vaccine to 
minority and new American residents. Nearly 1,300 residents have received their first dose of 
the Pfizer vaccine during these clinics.

  • Jan. 25, 274 vaccinated at People’s AME Zion Church

  • Feb. 2, 414 vaccinated at Toomey Abbott Towers in partnership with the Syracuse  
     Housing Authority

   • Feb. 3, 604 vaccinated at Dr. Weeks Elementary School/Syracuse Northeast  
      Community Center 

Residents were identified by the SHA and other community-based organizations as well as 
additional individuals who had signed up for OnList, a per-registration vaccine list for county 
residents 65 years and older, in adjoining zip codes.

“These pop-up clinics are part of our continued effort to vaccinate as many members of our 
community as quickly as possible,” said Onondaga County Executive Ryan McMahon. “We know 
that extra effort must be made to reach certain demographics, including the New American 
community, to ensure that everyone has the opportunity to receive the COVID-19 vaccine.” 

McMahon thanked local agencies who served as credible messengers to help ensure all 
residents know the vaccine is safe and available.  

   — Ashley Kang 

TNT Members Approve 
Funding for Five Efforts

Tomorrow’s Neighborhood Today 
Southside group granted $3,750 
for special projects throughout 
the community during February’s 
meeting.

The largest grant for $1,150 
was awarded to The Greater 
Southside Homeowners 
Association (Project S.O.U.L.) in 
partnership with the Syracuse 
Community Action Network of 
Reclaiming our African Pride Inc. 
to promote South Side voter 
education and civic engagement. 

Funds will go to host outdoor, 
socially distanced events in 
the spring where residents can 
speak with local representatives 
running for office. The groups 
also want to print informational 
literature to distribute. 

In addition to $500 being held 
by TNT to further recruitment 
efforts, the other awarded 
projects include COVID-19 
support initiatives and support 
of community gardens. 

• $600 for COVID-19 Essential 
Hygiene

• $500 for Homeowners 
Awareness COVID-19 Hardship 
Project

• $500 for a sign and deer 
fence for the Kwanzaa Village 
Garden

• $500 for materials for a 
greenhouse garden at the 
Apostolic Church of Jesus 
Christ 

— Violet Lazarus

Syracuse’s First Pop-Up  
A woman expedites the crowd  
outside the entrance of People’s 
AME Zion Church on South Salina 
Street, which served as Syracuse’s 
first COVID-19 vaccination pop-up 
clinic. Vaccines for all pop-up  
clinics were provided by New York 
state and doses were in addition to  
Onondaga County’s weekly allotment.   
| Mike Greenlar, Staff Photographer 



Odean Dyer  
Nominated by David Chaplin

By Sydney Gold
The Stand Reporter

Q: What did it feel like when you first became a father?
A. I’m a pretty new father, as my son was born April 4, 2019. He 
is nearly 2 years old now. And it’s been an interesting ride — 
very fun and challenging, especially during these times. It has 
been everything that I’ve ever asked for.

Q. How has the pandemic impacted your parenting?
A. It has been extremely challenging dealing with COVID and a 
child that really enjoys being around people. So I feel as if we’re 
doing him a disservice because, when we first got him,  
we were going to different baby mommy and me courses, events 
and playdates. We had him in swimming lessons at the YMCA 
and would go to the park on a regular basis. All these things 
literally came to a complete halt about a week before his first 
birthday. Before he even got the ability to really understand what 
he was doing and really enjoy it, it stopped. We have been very, 

MEET FATHER ODEAN 
DYER: This 32-year-old  

father works as the 
deputy commissioner  

for the Onondaga  
County Department of 

Transportation, has one 
son, Cayden, and has 

been married to his wife, 
Svetlana, for six years.  

| Provided Photo
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very, very careful when it comes to COVID. We try to follow pretty 
much every protocol that is out there. Washing hands and wear-
ing masks, as well as social distancing and staying away from 
more family. Thankfully, his (grandparents) babysit him, so he 
gets that interaction with his grandmother and grandfather on my 
wife’s side. But he doesn’t get any real face to face time with my 
parents. I feel this does him a disservice because every inter-
action comes with new things to learn. At this age they absorb 
everything.

Q. What is your experience working as a team with your wife in 
parenthood?
A. We worked as a team before we had a child because we have 
a business together. This helped us iron out some wrinkles as 
far as who takes the lead in what situation and who takes a back 
seat. When it came to my son, we decided, essentially, we both 
had to agree. If we didn’t, we were allowed to veto each other. 
So if it was something I really felt strongly about, or vice versa, 
we can veto each other and say, ‘OK, this is something I really 



believe in. This is something that I really want to implement for 
Cayden. I think it would be good.’ As an engineer, I use a lot 
of facts and research. So, I’ll come up with the reasons why I 
think we should do X, Y or Z. We aim to come to an agreement 
on that matter.

Q. What was your relationship like with your father?
A. My father is very, very strict. He’s a preacher. So I grew up 
with a Christian upbringing. Both my parents are from Jamaica, 
and it’s a very different world that you live in there. They came 
here in their 20s with a certain idea of how to raise a child. 
Growing up I did butt heads with my dad quite a bit because 
times are different. But I learned from him that nothing is 
given to you. My dad is a very big advocate for working for 
everything that you get. He’s also a very, very big advocate 
for schooling and doing things by the book — essentially, an 
overall good person. 

In anything that you do, he’s taught me there’s always a right 
and wrong. And at the end of the day, you want to look back 
and be able to say: ‘OK, I didn’t go against my moral code 
in what I’ve done today.’ And he’s always been there for me. 
Whenever I have any questions, he’s always around to answer 
them. He’s more of an old-school father figure where he isn’t 
as hands-on as my mother. But if I need anything, I can go to 
him. 

Some lessons I will model and some things I will not. But I 
think that goes for pretty much any parent, to kind of give and 
take. They take some things that their parents did and change 
and other things that they think they can improve on. And 
hopefully, it works out for the next generation.

Q. Is there a moment as a father that stands out?
A. When he started saying ‘dada.’ Before this, of course he 
was my little guy and I loved him to death, but the first time 
that he said that was absolutely a game changer for me. Then, 
shortly after that, he dunked on his little tyke basketball hoop. 
Note, I’m a basketball head. So I completely lost my mind!

Q. Final thoughts?
A. Well, I will say that before being a father, I wasn’t sure ex-
actly what kind of father I would be. I’ve always wanted to have 
kids. Early on I’d say: ‘I want to have 11 kids — a whole foot-
ball team, you know?’ When I was leaving college, it changed. I 
thought: ‘maybe kids aren’t for me.’
 
I am very ambitious, and I have a lot of things in mind I would 
like to accomplish. At one point in my life, I saw it as having a 
child is slowing down that progress. But then as I matured as 
a man, I realized that, you know, there’s obviously ways to do 
both. You can make the leap in your personal life while also 
being rewarded with helping your own child grow and see that 
their growth also is something that’s an accomplishment as 
well. 

FATHERHOOD www.mysouthsidestand.com

Caring for someone with  
Alzheimer’s isn’t easy.   
 
Reaching us is.

11
70

96
22

 
If you care for someone with Alzheimer’s disease, memory loss or 
dementia, you are not alone. We’re here day or night — whenever you 
need us — offering reliable information and support.

Free 24/7 Helpline: 800.272.3900
Alzheimer’s and Dementia Caregiver Center: alz.org/care
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From job and re-entry support to providing 
meals and necessary items, PEACE is there

aDeena Curry wants to offer a safe, warm and  
 inviting environment where someone can feel  
 comfortable.

 “That’s what we are here for,” said Curry, who is 
the new coordinator for PEACE Inc.’s Emma L. John-
ston Southside Family Resource Center. 

Offering a range of  traditional and COVID related 
services, Curry and the rest of  her South Side team are 
trying to empower local residents through support and 
empathy.

It’s been something of  a homecoming for Curry. 
Born and raised on the South Side, she began her 
PEACE Inc. career as the center’s family advocate. 
Returning as a coordinator has long been a goal. 

“I am glad that I can be here in a position to make 
change,” she said. “It’s pretty dope.”

The center continues to serve the community 
during the pandemic. Its food pantry is Thursdays and 
for emergencies. Crisis, whole family and other case 

management services are available by appointment as 
well. For Curry, such offerings are especially needed 
now. 

“Look at COVID, look at how many have fallen off 
… If  you fell off of  your plan, it’s no big deal,” she said. 
“There is no judgement. We are here to help.” 

Even with the pandemic, many services have been 
expanded. Staff member Martese Dodson now works in 
a newly created employment specialist position. Each 
Thursday or by appointment, job candidates can receive 
resume, job search and mock interview assistance. Bus 
passes and job attire are also available. To help people 
obtain quality work, trusting relationships are key. 

“In these new and strange times, people need jobs,” 
Dodson said. “We’re learning from one another — two 
heads are better than one.” 

Through mutual support, Dodson feels she can 
learn, identify and ultimately help her clients overcome 
barriers and head on a path towards self-sufficiency.

If  the word “support” feels repetitive, well, it’s a 
value shared by all at the center. “If  the roots aren’t 
healthy, the plant won’t grow,” said the center’s Re-
Entry Case Manager Shaquana Petteway. 

“Change your situation,” she often advises. 
While providing whole supports for recently 

CONTINUING ON
How one center works to serve the community during the pandemic
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HOW TO 
CONNECT
PEACE Inc.’s Emma 
L. Johnston Southside 
Family Resource Center

Address: 136 Dr. Martin 
Luther King West

Hours: Open 8:30 a.m. 
to 4:30 p.m. Monday 
through Friday and by 
appointment during the 
pandemic

Food Pantry Hours: Noon 
to 2 p.m. Thursdays 

Phone: (315) 470-3342 

Email: SouthsideFRC@
peace-caa.org

Online: peace-caa.org

Guest Column
by PEACE Inc. 

Additional Support: Meal Delivery
By Kamal Morgan

The Stand Intern 

OVID-19 has left local nonprofits strug-
gling to provide services to the most 
vulnerable clients, forcing agencies to 

restrict face-to-face interactions and find creative 
alternatives. 

Randy LaManche, food service director of  
PEACE Inc., oversees a large production kitchen, 
which in pre-COVID days would serve communal 
meals weekly at centers. 

But when the pandemic hit, PEACE had to 
pivot its strategy. 

After completing a COVID-19 community 
needs assessment, the agency learned what city 
residents’ top needs during the pandemic were. 
PEACE Inc. found homebound seniors and fami-
lies were having trouble accessing nutritious meals 

  
| Provided Photo

due to COVID-19 restrictions.  
Thus, the Home Delivery Meals Program was 

created for families and seniors. It required staff to 
shift its meal program from a family-style offering to 
individual and packaged servings that could be deliv-
ered directly to clients’ homes.

“Seniors are more vulnerable to having adverse 
effects of  COVID-19,” LaManche said. “So we don’t 
want to have them congregate in large groups to 
receive these meals.”

In the last three 
months, more than 
2,800 meals were 

delivered to  
39 households
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TOWEL TURNOUT

any Café Kubal
any Recess Coffee
Kinney Drugs
(Camillus location)
McCarthy Building
downtown

DROP-OFF LOCATIONS:

Questions? Contact Meg at 
315.634.3752

K I D S  S H O U L D  S H A R E
R O O M S ,  N O T  B A T H
T O W E L S .

PEACE, Inc. is hosting our first
ever bath towel drive to benefit
the families we serve. Please
donate NEW full-size bath
towels to any of the drop-off
locations below.

COMMUNITYwww.mysouthsidestand.com

incarcerated clients, she also sees the need for 
greater youth interventions. As someone who 
was in “juvie” during her youth, Petteway 
wants to pay it forward. 

She is excited to redesign her program and 
to focus on teenage girls in particular who often 
lack the same access to employment, training 
and education as their male counterparts. 

Effective re-entry services are reached 
through broader whole family supports. 
Trauma-informed support groups, parenting, 
financial literacy, GED tutoring and homeown-
ership are just some of  the broader initiatives 
Curry wants to pursue in the next year. She is 
also looking to create stronger lines of  com-
munication with the community through her 
Neighborhood Advisory Council. Curry wants 
to change the narrative. She wants to partner 
with others. 

In short, she wants to let her community 
know “they don’t have to go it alone.”

It’s this drive that also informs the agency’s 
“Towel Turnout” campaign, which is currently 
running until Feb. 28. 

This initiative came directly from client 
and staff feedback. Bath towels can be difficult 
items to purchase for many families who are 
struggling to make ends meet.

> Since November, lifelong South Sider LaDeena 
Curry has served as PEACE’s Southside Family 
Resource Center coordinator. | Provided Photo

Additional Support: Meal Delivery
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Growing Up During COVID

Kindergartener Kian Burton, from Roberts Elementary School, shared this artwork showing how COVID-19 
changed his life. “Before I went to school, and now I work on the computer,” he said. 

YOUTH WINNERS

The COVID-19 
Me and the COVID don’t get along. What 

is COVID? Well, it is a very bad virus that 
can make you very sick. It is very bad. You 
can’t go to your friends’ home if you wanted 
to have a sleepover. Time to unfriend COVID 
’cause it stinks. When we go outside, we 
have to wear masks to keep each other 
safe. You can’t dine out with your family.

—By Isabella Detlor 
second grader at Delaware Primary School

Syracuse students capture how the pandemic has changed their lives in award-winning essays

ore than 90 students entered The Stand’s writing 
contest aimed at documenting how COVID-19 
has affected our community’s youth. In part-
nership with the Syracuse City School District, 

students in kindergarten through 12th grade were asked to 
reflect on how the pandemic has impacted their daily life 
and community. 

Younger students drew pictures or created audio 

responses, while older students wrote of  isolated birthdays, 
virtual school and closing businesses. 

A panel of  local judges, including Stand board members 
Cal Corriders and Reggie Seigler, selected winning submis-
sions to be published based on originality and organization 
of  their writing, as well as on grammar and spelling. 

Winners also receive passes to the Rosamond Gifford 
Zoo and Syracuse Stage, as well as a $60 Wegmans gift card. 

COVID Stinks 
COVID-19 is like taking out the garbage. They 

both stink. COVID-19 is something that can make 
you sick. Life has changed a lot. In school, it is all 
virtual. It has been a crazy year. When I leave the 
house and I go to the grocery store, I can’t touch 
anything. I can see my friends on virtual school. 
COVID-19 stinks: I can’t go to my friend’s house.  
I am going to unfriend COVID-19 on Roblox.

— By Adi Abubeker 
second grader at Delaware Primary School
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Growing Up During COVID

I remember when everything was normal. I would 
get on the bus every morning and go to school. Me 
and my friends would talk and laugh and cry. We’d go 
through the school day, and then walk the short dis-
tance to Clary Middle School for musical practice. We’d 
sing and dance and laugh and have a generally good 
time. I remember my first performance of Frozen Jr. 
By the end of the show, no one wanted it to stop. We 
wanted to stay there forever.

Times now are different. Much different. We can’t 
hug or high-five anymore. We can’t see each other’s 
smiles. Heck, we can’t even see them! We can’t see 
our family or friends. Many people are losing loved 
ones. Every person in CNY has been affected by this 
pandemic in some way. I lost my uncle, one of my 
classmates got sick, my grandma got cancer. We can’t 
leave the house.

On warm summer days, my family would go mini-
golfing or go to the mall. Some of the best times were 
when we went to South Carolina or to the mall. We 
can’t do that anymore. Even grocery shopping is risky. 
Masks are the new “normal”. Sometimes, I wonder 
what kind of world my younger siblings will grow up in. 
A five-year-old, two-year-old, and a one-year-old. They 

will grow up not knowing the simple joys of having a 
sleepover or a school cookout. Everything has changed 
from what it was. 

But one thing that will never change is that we are 
in this together. Never before have I seen the world so 
united. Even through all of the events going on, from 
police brutality to elections to the riots, we have stood 
by each other and helped one another when we fell. 

Now, I don’t know what’s going to happen. Things 
could get better. Things could get worse. But the one 
thing I know is that no matter what, we are here for 
each other. We can’t go back to how things used to 
be, but we can remember how it was. We can’t bring 
people back, but we can hold them close in our hearts. 

I have a task for you. I want you to find someone 
in your life that you care about, and I want you to 
tell them that you care. I want you tell them that you 
appreciate them. Because you never know exactly how 
long you have with them. But don’t be scared of losing 
them! Instead of worrying about the end, think of the 
journey. And then maybe the world will be just a little 
bit brighter.

 — By Raelin Gott 
eighth grader at Expeditionary Learning Middle School

ELEMENTARY WINNER

MIDDLE SCHOOL WINNER

In early 2020, I first learned of COVID-19. COVID-19 
is a virus that has serious health consequences and 
has impacted both myself, my family, and my community 
and globally. COVID-19 has impacted me in many ways. 
Due to COVID 19, my life of COVID-19 has been differ-
ent. By different I mean that now I can’t go places, like 
school or my favorite local parks like Thornden park, 
what I call the “bug park” at Clarks Reservation, or the 
park at Onondaga Lake parkway. It has also affected 
my ability to participate in activities such as the sports 
I do. I also can’t see friends and family, and not seeing 
friends and family has impacted my daily life. I also 
have experienced some family members that have been 
tested positive for COVID-19, and I felt worried at times.

Also, some things that has affected our community 
is businesses. For example, getting off the highway 
there used to be a car shop and now it is just dirt! I 
think this building got knocked down because the busi-

ness wasn’t making money. Also, our local Bed Bath 
and Beyond has closed for now. I think this is important 
because losing businesses can have a big impacted on 
people, this impacted is someone losing their job, and 
losing a job can cause losing money and then families 
might not have any money to buy supplies. So, that is 
why I think businesses should try their best to stay in 
business. Another thing that is affected our commu-
nity is that people might not feeling great because of 
their mental health. They might feel sad, or even disap-
pointed and more. Also, some people had to cancel 
their vacations because of COVID-19, and that might 
have been disappointing to them, but I know they are 
not alone with it.

I wish COVID-19 would go away! 

— By Willow Herbig 
 fourth grader at Syracuse Latin School

COVID  
Life

Life As We 
Knew It
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 In a blink,

2020 has arrive, 

“Hey, I might just survive!”. 

The media scouts,

We reroute,

In a blink,

1,000 dead,

And 1,000 more in bed.

“Stay six feet apart”,

I have to use my heart, 

But what good is my heart if I’m not smart?

In a blink,

Put on the mask,

It’s my first task.

I need a hug, 

But it’s too risky to tug.

I’m not sick,

Myself I tricked,

Grandmother, mother, 

We should have stayed away from one another.

We’re better,

Got our letters.

School is next, 

No, I cannot read the text. 

In a blink, 

2021 is the year, 

I feel an everlasting fear, 

I didn’t have it as bad as society, 

But I cannot contain my anxiety.

A million more dead, 

A million more in bed. 

Why can’t when I blink,

Covid 19 turns to a chapter in ink?

BEHIND THE 
SCENES
This contest originated 
by Syracuse University 
student Hanna Martin. 

Martin, a senior in the 
S.I. Newhouse School of 
Public Communications, 
developed the idea for a 
student essay contest as 
an entry in the Reynolds 
Journalism Institute 
2021 Student Innovation 
Competition. RJI launched 
its nationwide contest to 
help news organizations 
find new methods of 
engaging with readers.

In November, Martin’s 
idea moved to the next 
level. Along with the 10 
university student finalists 
from across the country, 
Martin was given three 
months to implement her 
plan with a chosen media 
partner. 

Martin will present her 
project to industry judges 
in late February. Prizes for 
top picks are: $10,000 
for first place, $2,500 for 
second and $1,000 for 
third.

Projects will be judged on 
four main criteria:

• Idea: How innovative 
and well it helped the 
media parnter connect 
with its audience

• Implementation: Was 
the launch successful

• Engagement: Did the 
project actually help the 
media partner engage 
its audience   

• Reach: Could others 
replicate this model

The Stand | February 2021
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In a Blink

— By Keiasia Hines 
10th grader  

at Nottingham  
High School
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dECONSTRUCTING
THEDIVIDE

An exploration of how class, gender and racial inequalities 
have shaped Syracuse and its people.

Coming April 2021

Photos: Renée DeemeR, Zoë McCreary, Maddi Brown
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By Marnie Muñoz
The Stand Intern 

Two Syracuse couples share their stories of  finding  
love and tips on how to keep a marriage going strong

he novel coronavirus unraveled life, pushing countless into 
isolation and claiming the lives of  others. Nevertheless, 
people and relationships adapted to this new normal.

In this year’s “Couples in Love” series, two local couples share 
the lessons they learned during the 2020 pandemic, as well as over 
the life of  their love. 

Paula C. Johnson and Shantanette Patrice-Johnson barely spoke 
the first time they met. 

Surrounded by music and the soft warmth of  a breezy 
summer night, the two sat quietly beside each other and friends at 
Tanglewood Jazz Festival. They shared a beautiful night together 
listening to the show’s featured artists perform soaring, often 
improvisational songs. 

 Love Language

> Paula Johnson and her wife Shantanette Patrice-Johnson have been married since Oct. 12, 2014. | Mike Greenlar, Staff Photographer

S p e a k i n g  t h e i r

   A RELATIONSHIP RHYTHM



“It was electric,” Shantanette said. Neither woman could stop think-
ing of  the other the next day.

After exchanging contact information with mutual friends, Paula 
broke the silence with a long email about wanting to get to know her and 
that unspoken gravity between them at the concert. 
Shantanette picked up the phone to call that night. 

Ten years in, the love language they speak has 
evolved. Like the songs at Tanglewood, their life 
together formed gradually and spontaneously, too. 

Navigating work and long-distance was a 
challenge to their relationship early on.

They’d stay up until late hours just talking on 
the phone at first, but over the years learned to 
anticipate needs, support one another and check 
in as well.

“We had to find a rhythm,” Paula said. “The 
interest and the desire was there, but we had to 
figure this thing out.”

The greatest challenges and losses they faced, 
she says, were what brought the two of  them 
closer. Shantanette’s mother and Paula’s father 
fell ill over the course of  their relationship, creat-
ing a need for the couple to take care of  each 
other as they cared for their parents.  

Paula would send Mother’s Day flowers for Shantanette and her 
mother, and her late mother’s love for them both has truly blessed their 
union, Shantanette said. Both of  the couples’ mothers walked them down 
the aisle at their wedding, and Paula’s father danced with her as well. 
When Paula’s father, who has since died, grew frailer with his illness, they 
would stand on either side of  him so he could lean on them both for sup-
port — a stance that somehow came naturally too, Paula felt.

“This is what you hope for, right?” she said. “But the reality of  it is 
sometimes elusive. And that is that you can really count on someone. … 
You should be able to say what you need or what you want, but sometimes 
you don’t always have to.”

After much time living apart, a deep foundation in communicating 
has kept their marriage strong throughout the pandemic as well,  
Shantanette said. Working from home has taught her when to reach out 
for what she needs and how to define what space she wants, she said, 

pointing to evenings they sometimes spend doing different things on 
separate floors of  the house. 

Nevertheless, remote work took some adjusting to, said Paula, who 
currently teaches as a law professor at Syracuse University. 

Before the pandemic, their work occasionally 
overlapped when attending school events or when 
Paula brought law students to visit younger students 
at Syracuse STEM at Blodgett Middle School, 
where Shantanette serves as dean of  students. 

Since the pandemic has limited their opportuni-
ties to see friends in person, Shantanette and Paula 
have both turned their focus toward the work itself  
and the physical and mental space they need to get 
through their work days, she said.

Despite other personality differences,  
Shantanette and Paula agreed both are well 
immersed in what it means to be independent. 

Shantanette previously worked as a social 
worker in Boston to help people from all walks of  
life, including wealthy, closeted clients. The experi-
ence, she said, reinforced her gratitude for her own 
self-reliance, especially in terms of  her sexuality.

Having never lived a “closeted life,” Paula also 
bases her outlook on core needs for simplicity and 

integrity without apologizing for who she is. Being self  aware has taught 
her to prioritize self-respect and others’ respect above people’s approval. 

“The rights that I fight for are for everybody to be able to live full 
lives,” she said. “That’s what my life’s work has been about. And to do that 
I’m not going to be less than who I am in the process. … The people who 
really matter to me are the people who recognize my whole self.”

More than almost anyone, Shantanette sees her for who she is, Paula 
said. Being together and knowing who Shantanette is for her family, stu-
dents and community has taught and enriched Paula in many ways.

Like the magnetism that first brought them together a decade ago, that 
same love — whether spoken aloud or shared in silence — is mutual.

“With Paula, I have found my joy,” Shantanette said. “Being with 
her makes me want to be the best version of  myself. I think that’s really 
important because I’ve been in love before. But this is the first time I’m 
in joy.”
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> Paula Johnson and her wife Shantanette Patrice-Johnson have been married since Oct. 12, 2014. | Mike Greenlar, Staff Photographer

HOW AND WHEN TO COMMUNICATE
• Be flexible and willing to listen — Shantanette and Paula describe their relationship and the way they 
communicate as a bungee cord. “We might stretch it, but we are clear enough that we don’t want it to break,” 
Paula said. 

• Learn to anticipate — Sometimes it’s OK to leave things unsaid and anticipate what your partner needs based 
on what they’ve expressed. Other times, you’ll need to check in with each other. Remember to ask, “what do you 
need?”

• Respect is key  — “We’re just living our lives and we just demand the same kind of respect as anybody else,” 
Paula said. “We don’t really need people’s approval.”

• Honor your resilience — Difficult circumstances, including personal loss and long distance, ultimately brought 
Shantanette and Paula closer together. Still, it’s important to remember to not take being together for granted, Shantanette said.



OVID-19 stole a lot from Patrona Jones-Rowser and 
Sam Rowser, but the pandemic failed to take one vital 
thing: their faith.

Patrona contracted the novel coronavirus in March 2020 
at the beginning of  the pandemic’s arrival in the United States. 
Having the virus abruptly forced her away from her work as a 
hairstylist and event planner and into isolation at home in the 
South Side with her husband, Sam. 

Because Patrona had been the only one with the virus, she 
and Sam were forced to stay apart for the entirety of  Patrona’s 
14-day, self-isolation period.

“The no-contact part is definitely hard,” Patrona said. “To 
just go from a couple who is very affectionate to not being able to 
touch each other, let alone hardly seeing each other, is lonely. It’s 
very lonely.”

The separation put an end to one of  the Rowsers’ daily 
rituals, a tradition that had lasted for the length of  their 19-year 
marriage.

“I always leave first in the morning and before I leave to 
go to work, I always kiss my wife,” Sam said. “I get up and get 
dressed and just before I go out the door, I give her a kiss good-
bye and say, ‘I love you.’ Once this happened, there was no kiss 
goodbye.”

Of  course, there was no “going off to work” either.
But instead of  stir craze, the couple used their time together 

to draw upon the faith which brought them together and which 
they now share, Patrona said.

At the time, a new, painful reality of  life in isolation and 
disarray was just beginning to dawn on our 
nation’s communities, she said. Syracuse, the 
city they have known and loved for their whole 
lives, slowly ground to a tense halt as local 
leadership began to realize the scope of  the 
pandemic. 

Patrona and Sam grew up at differ-
ent times in the city, each bearing witness to 
decades of  positive and negative changes. The 
son of  a pastor, Sam was born into a devout 
religious life that he says he resisted at first. 

Sam served in the military for three 
years, traveling across the world and country 
but finding little satisfaction in the places he 
saw that weren’t home. Upon returning, Sam 
worked in the admissions office at Onondaga 
Community College until losing everything he 
had to a struggle with addiction, he said.

Sam returned to the Syracuse church his father had preached 
at after spending time incarcerated. It was there that he began his 
path to sobriety and met Patrona — events that he sees as bless-
ings from God to steady him on his way.

“God puts you where you’re supposed to be, and all you have 
to do is follow (His) direction,” Sam said.

Their first meeting also came at a time when Patrona had 
also begun to rediscover her faith. She had gone to church alone 
before, but this time she revisited it in a different mindset: as a 
new mother, Patrona said.

Sam remembers the clothes Patrona wore 
the Sunday they met, how she sat behind him 
and how he was drawn to her and the self-
made confidence she lived and walked with. 

Each week, the two would share small 
talk in the church’s parking lot while their true 
feelings lingered beneath the words, Sam said. 

“What we were really saying was ‘So 
when are we going to get together and spend 
the rest of  our lives together?” he said. 
“‘When are we going to get together and be 
more than just this small talk?’”

True to those unsaid emotions, their rela-
tionship eventually grew to something much 
larger as they confided in and supported one 
another, Patrona said. 

After an unexpected halt in her plans to 
move to North Carolina, Patrona focused on their relationship 
together, undaunted by his new sobriety and the concerns some 
of  her relatives voiced. 

Patrona had seen him around before as a hard worker for 
the OCC admissions office and trusted that he could become the 
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 SOMETIMES, MORE CAN BE SAID WITHOUT WORDS

> Patrona Jones-Rowser and Sam Rowser both grew up in Syracuse’s 
South Side and still call the neighborhood home. The pair will celebrate 
two decades of marriage on Sept. 8. | Mike Greenlar, Staff Photographer
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HOW TO TRUST THE PROCESS
• Separating time together — Ever since they first met, separating the time they spend together 
has worked well for Patrona and Sam. With balance and good communication, they can each 
spend time with friends or take some time to be alone with themselves.

• Always keep purpose in mind  — Whenever Sam struggled to find a job, he reminded himself 
to trust in God and the knowledge that he would find work at a place where he was truly 
supposed to be. 

• Recognize and value perspective — Patrona and Sam have a 17-year age difference between 
them that has informed their personal perspectives and experiences within the community. 

Recognizing and respecting that contrast often helps them understand each other.

• Be responsible  — When Patrona had COVID-19, it was challenging to live completely isolated from each other. 
Although she and Sam are both cautiously optimistic for 2021, they’d still like community members to stay vigilant 
and wear a mask.

strong individual he once was. 
“I felt like the two of  us together were on the right path,” 

she said. “As long as we were together — as two but with God 
as three — I felt like we could conquer anything.”

As a couple, she drove around New York state with him to 
pay various ticket fines so he could get his driver’s license for a 
new job, she said. After getting married, Sam said they contin-
ued working to form space and closeness where they individu-
ally needed it within the relationship. 

“We separated the money, but we didn’t separate our 
hearts,” Sam laughingly said of  their unsuccessful attempt 
to share a bank account. “That works for us to be able to get 
through things: to be able to agree to disagree without being 
disagreeable.” 

Born and raised in the South Side, Patrona and Sam have 
only further embraced and planted roots in their neighborhood 
since their marriage nearly 20 years ago. 

As executive director at OnPoint for College, Sam works to 
grow the student program, which provides education and career 
guidance for young, underserved individuals. As she waits for 
the pandemic to subside so that her event planning business 
picks up, Patrona has recently dedicated more time to commu-
nity organizations she works with.

In retrospect, the obstacles and frustrations in their lives 
apart make sense, knowing what he and Patrona have accom-
plished together, he said. They are proud to continue changing 
lives within the community side by side, he said. 

Through it all, the life they have built is a direct result of  
their willingness to accept each other as they are, Sam said.

“People meet you where you are, and love you where you 
are, and you have to love them back the same way,” he said.

Additional reporting contributed by Porter Holt
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COVID-19, like a snare
A hidden trap
Which catches its prey
Each and every way
COVID-19, like a wildfire
Consumes in every way
Spreads quickly every day
Dry and woody land 
Furiously spreading like sand
COVID-19, a disaster it stands
A natural catastrophe inland
Causes great damage
As it goes
COVID-19, virulent
Extreme severe
Harmful in its effects
Bitterly hostile to the touch
Hard to describe
COVID-19, viciously
Deliberately cruel
Unable to control or endure

  — By Julius Lawrence

But God, deliverer uncovered its snare
If you dare to have courage
to trust His care
COVID-19, broken from its cover
Delivered from its snare
The touch it spreads
God’s Love its care
You can’t go over
You can’t go around
You can’t go under
You just have to go through
a deliverer its cure

Delivered From A Snare

God said, Listen!
I stand at your door knocking
If you hear My voice
And opens the door
I will come in
And dine with you
The deliverer of this disaster
Delivered from its snare.
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By Reggie Seigler
A Friendly Five Columnist

It is said that music unites. For two local couples,  
music has proved to be a connector during the pandemic

had taken a few months hiatus from writing this column as I some-
times need to do to keep my ideas fresh. But when Ashley, (The 
Stand’s director), told me that in honor of  Black History Month 

and Valentine’s Day, the February print edition would carry the theme 
of  love and Black history, I knew immediately what I wanted to do. I 
started jotting down names of  Black music stars who were both married 
and historical. 

I came up with a good list. 
It included Ike & Tina Turner; Ashford & Simpson; Notorious 

B.I.G. aka “Biggie” & Faith Evans; and Whitney Houston & Bobby 
Brown. And there were more.  

But after I had gotten all the names written down, I realized they 
wouldn’t be the best choices to write about for this column. Generally, 
I reserve this space for giving props to local Black musicians. 

I do that because Central New York is a region where there are 

little-to-no Black-owned performance venues or even venues that 
cater primarily to them. This coupled with the fact that the main-
stream media has not historically made it a best practice to highlight 
them regularly, causes for their public exposure to be minimal and 
limited to what they can generate on their own through social media 
platforms. 

So, I had to ask myself  the question: How can I relate the theme 
of  love and Black music history to local artists?

The answer hit me right between the eyes as I looked across the 
living room at my lovely wife laying on the couch. For nearly 35 years 
she and I performed as a couple in The Soft Spoken Band and in 
later years its alter-ego, her namesake, The Donna Alford JaSSBand. 
The music we made took us to many places we’d never thought we’d 
be able to go. There were trips up and down the coast, visits to resorts 
and casinos and many corporate parties. 

“I just couldn’t believe where our talents could take us,” she said. 
“My favorite was the Bahamas.” 

We retired both entities in December 2019, but I recall people 
often compared us to some of  those same celebrity music couples. 

“It wasn’t a bad thing,” Donna said, so I knew there had to be 
other local Black artists who might identify, too. 

> Meet local musical couples: Kia and Jamar Lacey, left, & Eric and Belinda Love Jones. | Provided Photos

The Love of Making Musictogether
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KEY  
CONTACTS
To connect with Soul Keyz, 
call Jamar Lacey at (315) 
751-4341
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amar Lacey, 43, is part of  a musical family. 
His dad and brother are both bass players, 
and his uncle Leroy is a guitarist in New 

York City. 
Another uncle, Carlos “CP” Lacey, is a 

professional musician and impersonator. CP 
took over the role of  “The Executioner” for the 
Apollo Theater’s 
famed “Amateur 
Night” after it had 
been played for 
decades by Howard 
“Sandman” Sims. 
Given that family his-
tory, it seemed only 
natural that Jamar 
might hook up with 
someone who had 
musical talents. 

He met Kia at 
Antioch Mission-
ary Baptist Church 
where she was the 
lead soloist and choir 
director. He was the 
choir’s drummer. 
They began dating, 
and after a few years, 
married in Septeber 
2020.

Jamar and his 
dad, James “Jimmy” Lacey, are drummer and 
bassist, respectively, for the popular local band 
Trump Tight 315. 

The band, like most, have gone silent during 
the pandemic, so Jamar’s been taking advantage 
of  the downtime and rehearsing a new band with 
his wife. They are calling it Soul Keyz. 

“I plan to create something that will bring 
revenue into the house,” he said. “But by rev-
enue, I don’t mean just money. I mean anything 
that helps to strengthen our relationship and our 
household. It could be just bringing home the joy 
of  making music together.” 

Lacey adds he does not plan on quitting his 
other band. 

I asked Kia how 
they were going to 
manage it all. She 
works both as a 
nursing education 
training specialist at 
the Joslyn Dialysis 
Center and sings in 
the band Ménage A 
Soul. 

“I can look at 
my cousin Cheryl 
‘Pepsii’ Riley as a 
model,” she said.  
“She’s also a singer 
and a nurse.” 

Riley has done 
national record-
ings and has also 
appeared in Tyler 
Perry stage plays.  
“With God’s guid-
ance there are 

infinite possibilities,” Kia said. 
The pair says that to their knowledge, they 

haven’t been compared to any celebrity. 
They remind me of  Whitney and Bobby or 

Biggie and Faith, because both of  these famous 
couples created music together and maintained 
their own solo careers. 

   GENERATING RELATIONSHIP REVENUE

> During the pandemic, couple Kia and Jamar Lacey 
have developed their own band called Soul Keyz. | 
Provided Photo

Want to buy an ad in The Stand?  
                    It’s easy.                    Email or call Ashley Kang at 

          ashley@mysouthsidestand.com or (315) 882-1054
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TAKE  
NOTE
To connect with Trump 
Tight 315, call Eric Love 
Jones at (315) 863-6589

Online: Visit 
trumptight315.com

Facebook: Visit  
facebook.com/
Trumptight315

For Ménage A Soul, call 
(315) 708-3221

Online: Visit 
ménageasoul.com

Facebook: Visit 
facebook.com/
MénageASoulBand/
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BEHIND THE NAME
Reggie Seigler’s “A Friendly 
Five” column is named in 
memory of a singing group 
in which his two uncles — 
Mango Gray and George 
Gray — were members.

The group was called 
“The Friendly Five,” and 
his uncles moved it from 
Clarksdale, Miss., to 
Syracuse in the 1950s.

nother pair of lovebirds on the local Black music 
scene are Eric and Belinda Love Jones. This 
 couple met and began dating when they were 

both 17 years old. Belinda and her identical twin sister, 
Beleada Kearse, had a Gospel group at the time called 
The Allen Twins. Their father was a preacher, and they 
would sing wherever he preached. Eric saw them as one 
image because of their tight sound and strikingly identi-
cal physical appearances. 

So, he convinced them to change their names to 
One Image.  One Image had the opportunity to open on 
tour for historical Gospel icons The Mighty Clouds of  
Joy and The Williams Brothers.  

The Love Jones’ are also a part of  Trump Tight 
315. They have handled the group’s vocal duties since 
its inception about eight years ago while the rest of  the 
seven-piece crew has laid down the funk. 

Eric and Belinda, like many other artists during 
the pandemic, miss the personal bonds developed with 
their fans. 

“I do it for the love of  the people,” Eric said. “I like 
connecting with them and seeing them be entertained. 
I understand the effect that music can have on people. 
It can give them a release for whatever feelings they 
might be holding inside. There is a power in that, and I 
respect it.” 

Belinda adds, “There is also an inner peace that 

> Eric and Belinda Love Jones perform with Trump Tight 315 at the 2016 JAMS Musician’s Cookout. | Provided Photo

        VOCAL LEADS
comes when I’m singing, and others are enjoying it. I’m 
just grateful to have the experience. And what better way 
to have it than to have it with my husband!” 

Eric agreed: “It’s nice to be able to sing together. We 
do it in our leisure time. We don’t drink or smoke, so we 
have this to share along with our home and our love.”    

I asked them too, if  they’d ever been compared to 
famous musical couples. 

They replied in unison: “Yes.”
“Some people say Ike and Tina Turner or maybe 

Ashford and Simpson,” Eric said. “So we cover them in 
a quick routine, but for the most part, we stay away from 
their songs. We like to cover songs that were originally 
sung by soloists and arrange them as duets, or we will 
take two songs, one with a male and the other with a 
female lead, and put them together. An example of  that 
is how we do “Shackles” by Mary Mary and “Don’t Look 
Any Further” by Dennis Edwards. Musically, the two 
songs are very similar.”

History is really about things from the past, but these 
couples have outlooks and relationships that are current 
and forward thinking. They do however share something 
special with the historical Black music stars I mentioned 
above. They are making music with the ones they love. 

Making music with your Valentine is a very special 
experience. Happy Valentine’s Day, and have a wonder-
ful Black History Month. 
 

Reggie Seigler is a South Side resident and regularly writes the  
“A Friendly Five” music column. If you have suggestion, contact 

Reggie at reggie@softspokenband.com or (315) 479-9620



By Isabelle Tavares
The Stand Reporter

Since childhood, Kelsie Montaque was drawn 
to helping, especially those in greatest need

 elsie Montaque typically ends phone calls with 
her brother by saying: “It’s a lot, but I’ll figure  
 it out.” A flurry of  to-do lists line her desk, 

full of  organizations to consult. Her 6-year-old daughter, 
cozy in an all bubblegum-pink outfit, happily putters in 
the background with her iPad, learning remotely. 

Montaque, 40, started a new consulting firm last 
year. She chases opportunities that others run from. It’s 
a lot. But she’s figuring it out. Her faith, and to-do lists, 
center her. 

Her current focus is serving as director of  the heal-
ing program for Brady Market, a new grocery store set 
to open mid-April on Syracuse’s Southwest Side. The 
“unconventional” store plans to holistically address food 
insecurity and help heal the needs of  the community, 
said Kevin Frank, director of  the Brady Faith Center. 

“I told Kevin when I started, ‘I want to do things 
bigger than me,’” Montaque said. “Every time I get to 
sit with our trainees [employees] it does something for 
me too. I’m pouring into them, and they pour into me.” 

Frank hired Montaque’s consulting firm, One Voice 
Consulting, for its mission to aid organizations that 
“tackle” social determinants of  health, including such 
factors from both the physical and social environment 
that act as barriers to things like employment. Prior to 
starting her own firm, Montaque worked with CNY 
Care Collaboratives, a medicaid redesign grant through 
Gov. Andrew Cuomo that worked to improve how 
healthcare is offered to underserved populations. 

“I’m good at what I do, and I do it, but there wasn’t 
passion behind it,” Montaque said. 

In the midst of  that five-year grant, she realized her 
passion for collaborating with community-based organi-
zations — specifically ones that work to dismantle social 
determinants of  health. 

“I’ve always been about people,” said Montaque, 
stressing her passion for the underserved. “I knew I 
wasn’t a direct service worker, but thought I could have a 

voice at the table to influence policies.” 

TAKING THE LEAP 
Brady Market was just the home for this passion. 
“Kelsie wants to be part of  something that’s trans-

forming hearts and minds,” Frank said. “Because our 

mission and vision is part of  that, that’s helping her stay 
focused with the challenges of  a startup.”

Situated in the former NoJaim Brothers Super-
market, the new market will revive the space. The grey 
sensor doors may slide open in the same way, revealing 
the typical grocery set-up, but certain aspects will make 
this store stand out, Montaque says. 

Heaps of  seasonal produce will take center stage. 
Produce will be marked at bargain prices, many offer-
ings even grown two miles away at The Brady Farm. 
Behind the refrigerated section, one will find “healing 
circles” where employees take classes on parenting, 
anger management or meditation. The classes are 
taught with a trauma-informed care approach. Train-
ees learn neuroscience to gain a deeper understanding 
of  how trauma impacts the brain, and conversely, how 
trauma impacts relationships. 

The concept is based on a model by Homeboy 
Industries, a gang rehabilitation program in Los Angeles, 
and Bargain Grocery in Utica, Frank said. Montaque 

BEHIND THE HEALING
Meet the woman bringing a holistic approach to the new Brady Market
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BRADY 
MARKET
This revamped 8,000 
square-foot grocery 
store, offering healthy 
and affordable food, will 
open in the Spring and be 
located on the corner of 
Gifford and West streets 
in the spot formerly 
housing NoJaim Brothers 
Supermarket. 

Address: 307 Gifford St. 
 
Phone: For now, contact 
Brady Faith Center at 
(315) 472-9077
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> Kelsie Montaque is president and senior consultant  
at One Voice Consulting of Syracuse. She’s working  
with Brady Faith Center to open the Brady Market.  
| Zach Krahmer, Staff Photographer

SEE 
INSIDE
Visit The 

Stand’s website at 
mysouthsidestand.com  
for a sneak peek at the 
soon to open market 
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helps weave together the strands of  the layered concept. 

According to a 2017 Onondaga County Health 
Department report on the food environment of  Syracuse, 
half  of  the city’s children live in poverty, with nearly one-
third of  households having no vehicle available and 31 
percent of  households relying on SNAP benefits. 

Montaque saw the underbelly of  these statistics 
while working as an intensive home-based therapist for 
juvenile youth. She realized that everything is con-
nected; such statistics are not 
just restrained to healthcare or 
nutrition. She couldn’t walk into 
a home to solve merely one issue 
because many others clouded her 
ability to get down to the heart of  
the therapy. 

“It would be futile to do 
therapy when they’re losing hous-
ing, they have no food, they’re 
sleeping on debris-filled mattresses 
on the floor,” Montaque said. 

Brady Market recognizes 
how connected these issues are, 
Montaque said, thus it utilizes a 
holistic model. Many programs 
fail, she believes, because funding exists to address only 
one issue. 

Montaque’s “outcome-based skill set” is a primary 
reason why Frank wanted her on board. Grant money 
is given to organizations that have data to back what 
they’ve done, Montaque said. She measures organiza-
tions’ impact through the patient activation measure. It 
tracks a person’s motivation and ownership for better 
self-management of  their physical, mental, behavioral 
health, Montaque said. 

ENTREPRENEURIAL MINDSET 
Montaque is no stranger to adversity. Growing up  

in Albany with five siblings to a single mother, she 
learned early on how to be independent, said her 
younger brother, Eldon Harris. Often looking after 
Harris, now 37 and a financial advisor, while her mother 
was earning her nursing degree and providing for the 
family, Montaque learned to pivot from her own life to 
taking care of  others. 

“She’s a spiritual gal and relies on her faith to 
carry her through,” Harris said. “She never lets herself  
get overwhelmed to where she can’t handle it. Instead 
of  having a defeated spirit she thinks, ‘Hey, let’s have 
another go at this.’” 

She was drawn to serving the underserved at a 
young age, often found volunteering at soup kitchens 
with the local church. 

“I grew up understanding what it was like not to 
have a lot,” Montaque said. “If  I can help people get 
out of  their situation, I do it.” 

This blend of  independence and taking care of  
others fueled her drive to launch her own firm, Harris 
said. 

The new market is a start-up, and the pieces are 
always moving, Frank said. For Thanksgiving, Montaque 
coordinated a food distribution that fed 116 people. She 
called multiple organizations and asked if  they wanted 
to partner. This entrepreneurial mindset is encouraged 
by Harris. 

Running her own consulting firm allows Montaque 
to see organizations from a bird’s eye view, Harris said, 
and allows her the fluidity of  working with multiple 
organizations. As for the future, she hopes to work with 
organizations that are “deep” in the South Side of  Syra-
cuse where there is a high concentration of  poverty. 

Frank asks any potential employee one question 
before they are hired: “Are you willing to stand in awe of  
what the poor have to carry, rather than in judgement in 
how they carry it?”

“Kelsie got that right away,” Frank said. “She was 
fully on board.” 

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
Through her firm, Montaque strives to bring educa-

tional services to “break through the cycle of  poverty.” 
“On paper I look good,” Montaque said. “I’ve 

always accomplished a lot of  things. But within me I see 
this real vision.” 

This vision is to open a residential facility for young 
boys in the inner city who may be experiencing home-
lessness or are in an adverse home situation. As the boys 
are at her facility, Montaque’s end goal is to reunite 
them with their families in a healing way. 

While working in school districts she noticed a lot of  
kids did not have a good home environment. 

“No matter how much we taught them, we’re losing 
them,” Montaque said. 

Her hope is to expand the residential facility to 
young girls, as well. She’s willing to see how it grows. It’s 
a lot. But Montaque is figuring it out.

SPACE’S 
HISTORY
For 98 years, NoJaim 
Brothers Supermarket  
was run by generations  
of that family with a 
mission to support its 
community of shoppers. 

• In 1969, NoJaim’s 
became the first retailer 
to carry Goya Food 
Products outside of 
major cities. 

• In 1992, 216 Seymour 
St. was developed by 
the supermarket as a 
health clinic to provide 
prenatal care, family 
planning, immunization 
and other services to 
fight infant mortality.

• In 1998, Paul Nojaim 
bought the store from 
his father. 

• Also in 1998, a massive 
Labor Day storm 
decimated the Near 
Westside. NoJaim’s 
remained open, 
operating on generators. 
It became a hub for 
local agencies to help 
residents. The American 
Red Cross gave out 
meals in the parking 
lot, St. Lucy’s stored 
meat and frozen foods 
in the freezers and the 
Spanish Action League 
operated from a table 
within the store.

• In 2013, St. Joseph’s 
entered into an 
agreement to become 
the nation’s first medical 
and retail partnership 
with the goal to improve 
health by rewarding 
residents for buying 
nutritious foods. 

— Compiled from  
news reports
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If I can help people get 
out of their situation,  

I do it.
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LEARN 
MORE
The Eastern Farm 
Workers Association 
primarily assists farmers, 
manufacturing workers 
and other low-income 
minority groups. Members 
gain access to services 
like: housing and job 
referrals, food and clothing 
distribution, and volunteer 
legal, dental and medical 
services. The organization 
receives no government 
funding. Donors keep the 
EFWA afloat, and members 
are required to donate 
62 cents a month, which 
was the hourly wage of a 
farmworker in 1974, or 
their time. 

Cheryl Darby, 60, has 
been a member for 24 
years. She started a 
food drive from her porch 
in exchange for the 
assistance she received. 

Black seasonal farmers 
working on apple orchards 
were among the first 
EFWA members. The 
organization was formed 
in 1974 to protect this 
unrecognized sector 
of workers, including 
manufacturing workers, 
that were outside of the 
national labor protections. 

Non-member volunteers 
host food or clothing 
drives, canvas door-
to-door in low-income 
neighborhoods to recruit 
and aid dairy farm 
workers. Lawyers and 
doctors offer volunteer 
legal and health services 
as well. 

For more information, call 
(315) 478-1992

By Isabelle Tavares
The Stand Reporter

By becoming a member of  the Eastern Farm 
Workers Association, you give to receive  

 purple scarf  swings across her hunched shoul-
ders as her eyes narrow on the stack of  papers in  
 front of  her. The room smells like the inside of  a 

million old books. She shuffles through the papers, mut-
tering about utility shutoffs and food drives. It’s past 10 
p.m. and she hasn’t stopped moving, calling, organizing, 
since sunrise. 

Stacy Bautista, 41, is operations manager for the 
Eastern Farm Workers Association (EFWA), an organi-
zation aimed to end poverty by corralling resources for 
low-income members in exchange for their time as a 
volunteer. 

“People are losing it, the planet is in trouble,” Bau-
tista said. “If  we’re not going to fight now to organize for 
change, then when? When it’s too late?” 

Full-time EFWA organizers are not paid. Bautista’s 
basic needs — food, housing and health care — are met 
by the organization. 

“It’s not a perfect system,” Bautista said. “I’m not 

going into this expecting to live a ‘normal’ lifestyle.” 
Years of  being in academia as a philosophy doctor-

ate student and adjunct professor proved unfulfilling to 
Bautista. So she took a sharp turn and started organizing 
as a trial. A month later, she canceled her classes and 
made a full-time commitment to organizing. 

EFWA volunteers coordinator Rex Ramsgard said 
Bautista is a teacher who cares deeply about issues and 
wants to take action. 

“She’s struggled to (make change) in a typical uni-
versity setting,” Ramsgard said. “It’s not set up for the 
kind of  teaching and education that she wants to do or is 
really needed.”

Bautista finds organizing to be the vehicle for funda-
mental change. She said as much as she wants to pull her 
hair out sometimes, she has nothing to complain about 
compared to the unfulfillment she felt as a professor. 

“You go home, make up sad stories and tell them to 
each other, watch crappy movies to take your mind off it, 
maybe drink, bitch to your friends,” Bautista said. “I’ll 
take what I have now.” 

If  organizing is the vehicle to change, many people, 
Bautista included, just hope the rusted vehicle would 
sputter less. 

“There’s some that desire a comfortable life and of  
course everyone wants that, but I want it for everybody,” 

BORN TO ORGANIZE 
Stacy Bautista gives tirelessly to support others in need

> Stacy Bautista, operations manager for the Eastern Farm Workers Association, works full time as a grassroots 
organizer. The office is located at 525 N. Salina St. | Photos by Justin Fogarty, Staff Photographer
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> One Saturday in November, Stacy Bautista prepares her volunteers for recruitment  
canvasing. Binders line the shelf behind her, as EFWA does not keep digital files. 

> Bautista walks with a volunteer while on a canvas in the South Side, prepping for their 
opening pitch as they walk up to a house to speak with potential members.

> Wearing masks and gloves to follow COVID-19 protocols, the team continued to canvas 
for new members even during the global pandemic.

Bautista said. 
Bautista flutters around the office, searching for a form 

that could be hidden under one of  three things: a stack of  
binders, a cup of  coffee or a landline — the ones with curly 
chords most people forgot about. Amid the clutter, she posi-
tions her arms on her hips, a silver watch on her left arm, and 
regains focus with a sharp inhale, slow exhale. 

Most Americans’ actions are contradictory to their 
beliefs, Ramsgard said — like if  an environmentalist was to 
drive a Hummer. Bautista truly cares about her ideals,  
Ramsgard said, and is willing to put her body on the line for 
them. 

“That’s why she thrives because she’s there wholeheart-
edly,” Ramsgard said. “She knows what she wants, and she’s 
going out to get it.” 

 EFWA volunteer and Skaneateles resident Mike 
Dempsey says Bautista’s job is full of  discouraging moments. 

“I refer to Stacy as a saint,” Dempsey said. “It’s not like 
she gets a big 401K, but she doesn’t really care for success 
in monetary terms. She’s getting bank out of  the people she 
serves, and they really, really like her.” 

Tim Starkey is one of  them. The 72-year-old EWFA 
member became disabled after getting “crushed” by con-
tracting machinery on the job in the early ’90s, and has been 
stretching the penny ever since while on disability.  

In preparation for major eye and knee surgery to correct 
damage from the accident, Starkey turned to the EFWA for 
assistance getting medical supplies after other governmental 
programs proved futile. His surgery was fast approaching, and 
he could not find an agency to help. Bautista did. 

“Stacy went out of  her way to talk to people and get me 
a box of  supplies,” Starkey said. “It shows her backbone and 
heartfelt desire to help someone in need.”

Starkey was snowed in one winter. He couldn’t shovel. So 
he called Bautista. 

“Lo and behold,” Starkey said. “An hour later a whole 
car full of  people showed up, no questions asked.” 

At the end of  each month Starkey has about $40 left 
from disability, in which he donates $10 to the EFWA. 

“She’s made the EFWA stronger because she’s not going 
to take the first no as an answer,” Starkey said. 

This hand-waving, not-taking-no-for-an-answer enthu-
siasm bleeds into her recruitment of  volunteers. Dempsey 
recalls her “lighting up” after recruiting 13 people in one day. 

Bautista’s job — being on-call 24/7 — requires a certain 
separation of  the self. Her philosophy is to fight for the issues 
for all, not just her own. Having a sense of  selfhood is as 
foreign to Bautista as poverty is to Jeff Bezos. 

While sitting under a colorful poster that had a quote 
from indigenous activist Lilla Watson, she said: “If  you have 
come here to help me you are wasting your time, but if  you 
have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, 
then let us work together.” 

Bautista’s eyes flicked up to the poster, but only moments 
passed until the phone rang again. It was a member. They 
needed help, and Bautista needed that member.
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EMERGENCY SERVICES 24/7 | YOUR SAFETY. OUR PRIORITY.

 WHEN TRUST IS CRITICAL, SAY,

“TAKE ME 
       TO 
  CROUSE.”   

Take it from Dr. Lissa Diaz from our Pomeroy Emergency 

Services Department: Our ER is safe. With many conditions, such as 

stroke or heart attack, time to treatment is essential — so do not delay 

coming in for treatment. We’re here for you, as always.
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