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At first, Charles Cantey was nervous to live on his own. “I had mixed feelings, 
wondering if I could make it in society because I was locked up for 25 years,” 
he said. It’s been almost two years since he moved into an apartment. He’s 
learning new skills and enjoying his independence.

Page 10

Gaining Independence at Home
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We’re proud to share the winter edition of 
My Life magazine, which is full of articles 
by local people to help you get ready for the 
holidays and welcome the new year!

Artist Katie Hefele shares a holiday craft 
you can do at home. Our features also 
include a reminder about the importance of 
an annual check-up and advice on how to 
keep a New Year’s resolution.

If you’re looking to land a job in the new 
year, Employment Navigation Supervisor 
Nathan Beck has tips to find the right fit for 
your interests. And if you’re a Star Wars fan 
like me, you’ll love our 5 Questions interview 
with Fluke Skywalker, a local Mark Hamill 
look-a-like who raises money for charity. 

Our cover story this month focuses on 
Charles Cantey, who spent 25 years at a state 
mental health hospital. He worked with 
his team at HCDDS to find a home in the 
community and gain the independence he 
wanted. Charles has been living on his own 
for more than a year and truly cherishes his 
freedom. I love how this story highlights 
how important it is for all of us to have 
control over our own lives. 

We’re also thrilled to announce that we’ve 
partnered with the Cincinnati Association 
for the Blind and Visually Impaired to have 
My Life read aloud as part of their radio 
reading service! You can listen to each issue 
online or wherever you get your 
podcasts. Visit hamiltondds.org/magazine 
or see our issue insert for more details on 
this exciting new partnership! 

https://hamiltondds.org/magazine
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News & Notes

Grief Support Groups Available

Get assistance 
with broadband

People struggling to afford 
their internet service during the 
pandemic can receive a discount 
toward their monthly broadband 
internet bill. This new program is 
from the Federal Communications 
Commission. In addition to service 
discounts, eligible households can 
also receive discounts on computers 
and tablets.

The Emergency Broadband 
Benefit can be used on one service 
and one item per household. Eligible 

If you are experiencing grief over the loss of a loved one and you are a person with 
developmental disabilities served by Hamilton County DD Services (HCDDS), Fernside Center 
is available for counseling and support. There is no age requirement to receive these services 
if you have a disability. Support groups meet once a week for 45 minutes. 

Both small groups, about four participants, and large groups, like a day program or group 
home setting, are available. Group sessions last for four weeks.

Alternative Baseball Cincinnati is set to 
begin its inaugural season in April 2022. 
The Alternative Baseball club, the Tri-State 
Continentals, is an opportunity for teens and 
adults 15 and older with autism and other 
developmental disabilities to play baseball in a 
fun, yet competitive, atmosphere.

Alternative Baseball plays according to the 
official Major League Baseball rules and places 
strong emphasis on players’ independence. 
Experience is not necessary, but players should 
be able to control a bat and play without a 
“buddy” on the field. Alternative Baseball 
encourages self-determination, as well as 
personal and physical development.

Club volunteers—coaches, umpires, and 
managers—are as critical to the success of 
the league as the players themselves. Learn 
more and sign up to play or volunteer 
at alternativebaseballcincy.org.

households receive $50 towards their broadband service and $100 towards the purchase of 
a computer or tablet. To receive the equipment discount, you must contribute between $10-
$50 of the purchase price. Find all of the eligibility requirements and learn how to apply for 
the program at fcc.gov/broadbandbenefit. 

Each week the group focuses 
on different topics, ranging from 
sharing memories to coping 
strategies. Music and art may be 
available for those who want or 
need to explore their feelings in a 
different way. 

To connect with Fernside, reach 
out to HCDDS Advocacy Coordinator, 
Amber Cowart at (513) 203-3768 or 
amber.cowart@hamiltondds.org.

Take Me 
Out To The 
Ballgame

mailto:amber.cowart@hamiltondds.org
https://alternativebaseballcincy.org/
https://www.fcc.gov/broadbandbenefit
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Tech Tips to Navigate 
Around Your Community

By Robert Shuemak

Chris Cooley
Portsmouth

Tanner Huff
Ironton

Robert Shuemak
Cincinnati

Nathan Turner
Holland

Marci Straughter
Columbus

Technology is an important tool to assist us in our everyday 
lives. It helps people communicate, keep track of tasks, and live 
more independently. Earlier this year, I was part of a new program 
called Ohio Tech Ambassadors.

These advocates from across Ohio shared what accessible 
technology we use, the barriers we’ve overcome, and how others 
can use technology, too. Tech Ambassadors talked about tools to 
help in all aspects of our lives, including these smartphone apps:

▶ Seeing AI is an app that uses your camera to read
printed text, identify people, and describe objects in your
environment.

▶ Otter.ai is an app that can record and transcribe audio in
real-time. You can use it to get your own captions for videos,
meetings or conversations. Your recordings are searchable
so you can find them again later.

▶ Soundscape is an app to help navigate your surroundings
by giving audio or visual feedback. It can announce street 
names, landmarks, and bus stops. It can also alert you of 
important locations you want to remember. 

▶ The fully accessible Transit app from Cincinnati Metro
lets you track bus routes and Uber rides in real-time. It will
let you know nearby bus routes, the arrival time of the next
bus, and when your Uber will arrive.

Many people also use personal assistants like Google Home, 
Alexa, Siri, or others. These tools can set alarms and reminders, 
schedule appointments, or answer simple questions. You can 
often find these devices at stores or buy them directly from the 
manufacturers. 

The accessible technology that we use allows us to live 
independently, participate in our communities, and be mentors to 
others who want to gain better access to our world.

Learn more about the Ohio Tech Ambassadors program 
at ohiotechambassadors.org. If you have questions about 
accessible technology and tools, contact Robert Shuemak at (513) 
301-5901 or robert.shuemak@hamiltondds.org.

https://ohiotechambassadors.org/
mailto:robert.shuemak@hamiltondds.org
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Features

By Rebecca Ammerman, UC UCEDD

Getting a yearly check-up from your 
doctor is important to help you stay healthy. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has made a lot of 
things different in our lives, one of which 
is seeing a doctor, nurse practitioner, or 
staff member at a clinic, even when we feel 
healthy. Your appointment may be in person 
or it may be virtual. If your appointment 
is virtual, you will talk to a healthcare 
professional by phone or computer. 

At your check-up, sometimes called 
a physical, your healthcare professional 
will take your temperature and check your 
weight. They will ask questions about your 
life and how you are feeling. It is important 
to be honest so you can receive the best care 
possible.  

If you have not already gotten 
your COVID-19 or flu vaccines, 
your healthcare professional 
may recommend that to you. The 
COVID-19 and flu vaccines are a safe 
and effective way to prevent you from 
getting sick. Getting your vaccines 
can also help keep the people around 
you healthy.  

If you have any health concerns or 
questions for your healthcare team, it can 
be helpful to write them down or make a 
note somewhere. This will make sure you 
don’t forget them during your appointment.

Reach out to your doctor or health 
clinic to schedule your yearly visit to make 
sure you stay healthy. If transportation is 
difficult, you can ask about a virtual or a 
telehealth option.

If you need help finding a healthcare 
professional, contact your county board of 
developmental disabilities. 

Learn more about virtual/telehealth visits at ohiof2f.org/telehealth-resource.

The University of Cincinnati University Center for Excellence in Developmental 
Disabilities (UC UCEDD) is a local resource for education, research and service to 

meet the needs of people with developmental disabilities. Learn more at 
ucucedd.org.

Take Time to Check-In 
With Your Doctor

https://www.ohiof2f.org/telehealth-resource/
https://www.ucucedd.org/
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New Year, New Job
Tips from an employment specialist

By Nathan Beck

You might remember career days in 
elementary school, when people of all 
professions came to your classroom to talk 
about their work. If you’re thinking about 
getting a job in the new year, consider these 
tips to find a career you enjoy.

1. What interests you?
Knowing your talents and interests is 
important to figuring out what job you 
would like. What experiences have you 
had? What do you know about the field 
where you’d like to work? How do your 
skills match the company’s needs? If 
you’re exploring your options, try a 
career assessment at mynextmove.org.

2. I want to work. Now 
what do I do?
First, build a solid team to support your 
career direction. This could include 
friends, family, community members, 
and other systems of support. Another 
strong partner could be Opportunities 
for Ohioans with Disabilities, a statewide 
organization that empowers people 
through employment. You can learn 
more at ood.ohio.gov.

If you’re ready to apply for a job, try
to expand your network and embrace
technology. Many businesses use online
job boards, like Indeed, or post openings
on social media. You can also look for
job developers in Cincinnati who can
help you update your résumé, explore
local opportunities, or prepare for a job
interview.

3. Find job opportunities.

Starting a new job can be tough. Finding
a mentor at work may help ease your
stress. A good mentor has experience at
the company and is willing to assist you
when needed. You can also work with
a job coach, who helps you learn the
new tasks and provides greater support.
A job coach can customize a training
plan based on your specific needs and
with input from your employer. As the
need for training fades, so does the job-
coaching support.

4. Great, you’re hired!

This is a unique time to join the workforce. 
Jobs are plentiful and businesses are seeking 
diversity in their workforce. Many employers 
report that people with disabilities are 
dedicated and valued members of their 
teams. Having a job can also provide social 
opportunities, build your confidence, and 
increase your independence. 

Need help figuring out your path? Contact HCDDS Employment Navigation Supervisor 
Nathan Beck, (513) 559-6852 or nathan.beck@hamiltondds.org.

https://ood.ohio.gov/wps/portal/gov/ood/
mailto:nathan.beck@hamiltondds.org
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Hayden Schunk 
works at TopGolf in 
West Chester. He 
wanted a job at 
an entertainment 
venue and worked 
with LADD to 
make that happen. 
Hayden loves the 
atmosphere and 
helping customers 
as they arrive. “I’m 
also getting pretty 
good at driving a 
golf ball!” he said.

Nathan Michelson 
has been a full-time 
employee at Fifth 
Third Bank for 16 
years. He recently 
changed positions 
and has adjusted 
well to his new 
tasks. “I’m happy 
to be a part of my 
new team and love 
being able to go 
to work every day,” 
he said. “I feel like I 
fit in well with my 
new co-workers.”

Raphael Price is a 
supply chain tech at 
Cincinnati Children’s, 
where he cleans rooms 
for appointments. 
“Raphael is the positive 
encouragement that 
every department 
needs each day,” said 
Clinical Manager Stacey 
Van Stanten. “Our 
patients love seeing him 
working hard to make 
their visit as safe and 
enjoyable as possible.”

Local
Success
Stories

See more success stories at 
hamiltondds.org/news

https://hamiltondds.org/news
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A Fresh Start
By Lisa Danford

Charles Cantey with his  HCDDS service & support 
administrator James Dalton. Opposite page: Charles in 
front of his Silverton apartment.

The day had come to move 
into a new place, and Charles 
Cantey was excited but nervous. 
“I had mixed feelings, wondering 
if I could make it in society 
because I was locked up for 25 
years,” he said.

Since 1994, Cantey had been 
at Summit Behavioral Health, 
a state mental health hospital, 
because of arson charges. As his 
discharge date neared in March 
2020, the team at Summit 
struggled with a transition plan 
for him. They reached out to 
Hamilton County Developmental 
Disabilities Services (HCDDS) 
because Cantey had a fear of 
navigating stairs that limited his 
options in the community.

“It was a matter of days 
before his discharge and hearing 
with the probate court, so we 
moved into high gear,” said 
Dr. TJ Nestheide, supervising 
psychologist for HCDDS.

“We asked for more time to see what 
supports we could put in place for Charles. 
It was incredible how quickly this all 
happened.” 

By May, Cantey, 48, was living in his own 
apartment with support from a provider. At 
first it wasn’t easy—so much had changed 
from when he entered Summit. On top of 
that, COVID-19 safety precautions meant he 
had to check in with his team via phone or 

Zoom instead of in-person meetings. 
“At first, our biggest concern was he 

would struggle with what he didn’t know as 
he transitioned out to the world,” said James 
Dalton, his HCDDS service and support 
administrator.

Photos by Amy Hayden
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My team has given me hope. It 
seemed like they really did care.

“Charles is still hesitant sometimes 
because of the unknowns, but he wants to 
be as independent as possible and live his 
best life. He mostly uses me as a sounding 
board now, and we figure out the best move.”

Cantey relies on remote support for 
his needs, which uses technology to allow 
staff to support him while he lives on his 
own. His provider also helps him schedule 
appointments, and go to the grocery 
store or laundromat. As he becomes more 
independent, he’s also gaining new skills. 

“Where I was, they cleaned for you. Now 
I’m learning those responsibilities,” he said. 
Though he still struggles with his mental 
health, Cantey is thankful to have support. 
When it gets tough, he tries to remember 
what his life was like at Summit. 

Kelley Tekeste, an HCDDS behavior 
support specialist who was part of his team, 
said it’s wonderful to see his transformation. 
“Charles, from the very beginning, was very 
endearing and funny. You could tell his 
motivation to do better came from within 
him,” she said. 

Since living on his own for the past 19 
months, Cantey enjoys spending more time 
with his family. “I like being with my nieces 
and nephews, seeing my grandma—she’s in 
her 90s and going strong—and going out to 
eat with my mom and dad,” he said. “And 
there is no one telling you the visit is over.”

As he gains more independence, Cantey 
is still learning how to ask for what he 
needs. He’d also like to explore more of 
his community and is working toward that 
goal. “This really shows the importance of 
giving people control and choice in their 
life,” Nestheide said.
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questions5
Around 2016, I had surgery and lost about 
90 pounds. I still had short hair and no 
beard. I went to Lowe’s and a guy said, “hey 
man, did anyone ever tell you that you look 
just like Mark Hamill?” I didn’t think twice 
about it. Then we went to see The Last Jedi, 
and someone yelled, “Hey, Luke Skywalker!” 
It just went from there.

When did you realize you looked 
like Mark Hamill?

After getting noticed in public, I grew 
out my hair and beard, and got the full 
Luke Skywalker costume, complete with 
lightsaber. We went to Ronald McDonald 
House at Christmas and brought Star Wars 
toys. It was a big hit. When I see the parents, 
they’re just smiling, and not thinking about 
the bills or the cancer. They’re just in the 
moment watching their little kids laugh and 
play, and you can’t buy that feeling. 

How did you get started as Fluke 
Skywalker?

Ronald McDonald House, The Dragonfly 
Foundation, Miracle Babies, Make-A-Wish, 
and 4 Paws for Ability. We also have a 
backdrop of Luke’s House on Tatooine  and 
Fluke shows up for virtual parties. It’s all for 
charity—I don’t take any money.

What charities do you work with?

I went to Comic-Con in 2019, and we were 
taking pictures by the Star Wars sign. A 
Darth Vader and Princess Leia came up, 
and the crowd eventually grew to a few 
hundred people. It was really fun but it was 
overwhelming. I’ve never been at the center 
of a mob of love. 

Can you share a memorable 
moment you had in character?

The original Star Wars, which has been 
renamed to Episode IV – A New Hope. I was 13 
years old when I saw it in the movie theater 
for the first time. I thought it was brilliant. 

Which is your favorite movie of 
the franchise?

Learn how to book Fluke Skywalker for your next event at imflukeskywalker.com. Read 
an extended interview at hamiltondds.org/magazine.

with Local Look-Alike & Celebrity Impersonator Fluke Skywalker

https://imflukeskywalker.com/
https://hamiltondds.org/news/530/40/5-Questions/d,News%20Detail%20Sample
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My Voice

Anderson Twp.    •    42 years old
Mary Bodle

“I am most proud of making nationals in basketball 
for Special Olympics Team Ohio. In addition to 
basketball, I have run the Flying Pig Marathon 
three times, including one year when I ran the 
10K on Saturday, walked the 5K with a friend, 
handed out medals for PigAbilities and the dog 
race, and then ran the full marathon the next day. 
I got into running after I saw the Flying Pig on TV 
and thought, “I’m going to do that one day.” I ran 
my first marathon in 2014 and my personal record 
is 5 hours and 20 minutes.”

“I am most proud of the moment I realized that 
even though I have a disability, I can still inspire. 
When I worked at an autism treatment center 
for children, one of the older kids came up to me 
and said, ‘Miss Sydney, how did you get your job 
because I want to do what you do?’ It made me feel 
so good about myself that someone looked up to 
me and was watching me do what I loved. I am also 
sure when they get to that point in their life, they 
can do what they love to do as well.”

Silverton   •    26 years old
Sydney Gibson

Photo by Amy Hayden

North College Hill   •    35 years old
Ryan Meyer

“I’d like the world to be bully free because 
it would stop suicide and stop people from 
being sad. I don’t like people being sad. In high 
school, I used stand up for people who were 
being bullied. I also used to get bullied myself. 
I have worked on anti-bullying projects with 
the Autism Society of Greater Cincinnati and 
Project CARE.”

Photo by Amy Hayden

Provided
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Katie Hefele is a member of the Teaching Artist Program at Visionaries + Voices, and she teaches    at schools and community events. 
Katie is inspired by stained glass designs and logic-based imagery. 

1: Gather your supplies

2: Find green and red images 
from magazines. 

Supplies

3: Draw a circle in the center 
of the back of a paper 
plate & carefully cut out.

The best time to create new goals for yourself 
is after you have decided to make a change 
that is important to you. Many people make 
New Year’s resolutions in January, but you 
can make new goals any time of year. These 
tips can help you reach your goals and create 
new habits:

▶ Choose something positive to start
doing (like “choose fruits/vegetables for
snacks”), instead of something negative to
stop doing (like “stop choosing junk food
for snacks”).

▶ Break harder goals into smaller ones
that will be easier to do every day.

▶ Put up a note or picture of your
goal. Hang it where you will see it and be
inspired.

By Lauren Jones

Keeping Your New Resolutions

▶ It can be fun to mark a calendar to
keep track of progress. You can also plan
healthy and affordable rewards for each
day, week or month you meet your goal.

▶ Tell your goal to someone who
will encourage you, offer kind praise or
friendly reminders. If you find someone
who has the same goal, work together and
encourage each other along the way!

It can take two or three months (or longer!) 
for goals to become habits. If you don’t meet 
your goal one day, be kind and patient with 
yourself. Tomorrow is a new day to try again!

Dr. Lauren Jones is a staff psychologist for 
Hamilton County DD Services. 

Holiday Collage Wreath
Takes 60-90 minutes

Special thanks to Education Director, Seana Higgins.

• Paper plate
• Scissors
• Elmer’s glue or

glue sticks
• Magazines and

colored paper
• Pencil
• Markers
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My Life

CCalendaralendar
Christmas Nights of Lights
Now through Jan. 2. Coney Island

Enjoy a 2.5-mile drive with holiday 
music in your car.

coneyislandpark.com

Star Wars: Return of the Jedi 
Film with Live Orchestra
Dec. 29-30. Cincinnati Music Hall

The Cincinnati Pops perform the 
legendary score live, along with the 
final film of the original trilogy. 

cincinnatiarts.org 

Holiday Junction
Now through Jan. 2. Cincinnati 
Museum Center. 

View train and Lego displays. 

cincymuseum.org

Walk on Woodburn
Jan. 14. East Walnut Hills

Shop and dine at local businesses 
along Woodburn Avenue.  

eastwalnuthills.org 

Adult Board Game Club
Jan. 17. Hyde Park Library

Join other enthusiasts for a fun 
night of playing games.

cincinnatilibrary.org

Cincinnati Auto Expo
February 3-6. Duke Energy 
Convention Center

Have a zooming time looking at 
cars and learning about cars with 
interactive exhibits.

cincinnatiautoexpo.com

Katie Hefele is a member of the Teaching Artist Program at Visionaries + Voices, and she teaches    at schools and community events. 
Katie is inspired by stained glass designs and logic-based imagery. 

Katie’s Tips: Leave the corners unglued for a 3D effect. 
Add berries, bells, bows, pine cones, birds, or ornaments!

5: Decorate anyway you like!

4: Arrange colored shapes 
and glue them onto the 
paper plate. 

Cincy Winter BeerFest
Feb. 11-12. Duke Energy Convention 
Center

Beer enthusiasts gather to sample 
hundreds of craft beers of all styles 
from more than 120 breweries.

cincybeerfest.com

Wizards Night
Feb. 18. Heritage Bank Center

Join the Cincinnati Cyclones hockey 
team to celebrate all things wands 
and wizards.

cycloneshockey.com

Virtual Fitness Series
Feb. 27

A certified trainer will show you how 
to move efficiently and naturally in 
the great outdoors.

greatparks.org/calendar

Cincinnati Food Tour
March 5. Findlay Market

Join a small group to savor and 
sample small bites from five 
specialty merchants. 

cincinnatifoodtours.com

Art Chat
March 12

Virtual discussion with ASL 
interpretation that compares two 
different artworks.

cincinnatiartmuseum.org

Holiday Collage Wreath

Special thanks to Education Director, Seana Higgins.

Always check the event 
website for the most 
current information.

https://coneyislandpark.com/
https://www.cincinnatiarts.org/
https://www.cincymuseum.org/
http://eastwalnuthills.org/
https://cincinnatilibrary.org/
https://cincinnatiautoexpo.com/
https://cincybeerfest.com/
https://cycloneshockey.com/
https://www.greatparks.org/calendar
https://www.cincinnatifoodtours.com/
https://cincinnatiartmuseum.org/


My Life is a publication of Hamilton County Developmental Disabilities Services (HCDDS). 

Our magazine empowers people with independent life skills, shares success stories, and promotes opportunities 
for advocacy and making connections. It’s created by and for people with developmental disabilities. 




