The Accident

Though it is unclear exactly what happened, something horrible occurred the night of January 22, 2006. It started off as just another regular day for Nick – got up in the morning, showered, ate and went to work at Wal-Mart in Talent, Oregon. But when he returned later that day – perhaps it was the culmination of all the he was fighting against crashing down on him all at once, or perhaps he had planned it out systematically and with a “clear” mind days, weeks, or months before – what would have ended an ordinary day turned into a horrible tragedy. 

According to the autopsy report, Nick drank one, maybe two glasses of wine that night – his blood alcohol level did not exceed .07 when he arrived at the hospital that night (technically early Monday morning). At one-hundred-sixty-pounds, it seemed his tolerance level was pretty low. Though there are several stories as to what happened, what is known is that Nick wasn’t feeling very good Sunday evening. Rumors surround events such as his recent attempt to get back together with his previous girlfriend (who did not want to be in a relationship with him anymore); some say he was upset because he failed a required class and that he couldn’t take school anymore; other ideas are that he wasn’t taking his medication and his behavior was just a chemical imbalance. Whatever the case, Nick made the decision to go to two local stores, and purchased four packages of Unisom Sleep Gels. After maybe a glass or two of wine – a luxury he enjoyed after taking a wine class the term before – he called a few close friends and left “strange” messages, stating that he didn’t feel well or that he cared for them. According to the police report, Nick also wrote a few letters on his computer to family and friends, asking them to forgive him for what he was going to do. He did not print them out – in fact, officers had to turn on his computer and find them.

That evening, Nick’s parents received a call from one of Nick’s close friends, detailing their concern for him and the message he had left earlier that day. His father, Ron, then got on his cell phone and called Nick to see what was going on. His son answered the phone and started the conversation in a calm but slightly sad tone of voice. At first, Ron thought he was making progress and flashed a thumbs-up to his wife Joni, sure that things would be okay.  But after a few minutes, Ron realized that his son wasn’t okay, as Nick began to express some of the anger that he had been suppressing for almost twenty years. In a panic, Ron signaled to Joni to call the police on their home phone, which she immediately did. 

According to the 911 tape, Joni called the police at 9:21 p.m. and requested that the operator send over some officers to her son’s house, in fear that he would “do something” to himself. She stated to the operator that Nick had attempted suicide before, and mentioned that he was having a hard time in school. She also mentioned that Nick had a problem with seizures – not epilepsy – and requested that the officers find his medication once they entered his apartment. The operator assured her twice that she would make sure the officers understood this before they arrived. In addition, the operator also asks three times whether Nick is a violent person, or if he has any weapons at his house. All three times, Joni answers in the negative. When I interviewed Joni, she stated that she had repeatedly told the 911 operator that the officers would have to force entry, because she knew Nick wouldn’t let them in. While mention of this request – from Dispatch to the officers – is on the tape, well after the officers attempt to get Nick to open his door, the actual conversation in which Joni specifically asks the operator to have the officers force entry is not on the tape. 

After the officers spend about ten to fifteen minutes trying to get Nick to answer the door, they decide to force entry. According to the police report, while looking for ways to enter, one of the officers sees through the window that Nick collapsed on his living room floor. Three officers then break entry by kicking the apartment door down, entering his house in a fashion reminiscent of an L.A. crime show, poised with weapons drawn. They approach Nick and, again according to the reports, he “suddenly” regains consciousness and “instantly becomes combative.” Though he has just awoken from his drug-induced sleep, he apparently was able to sober up and gain all his strength back within a matter of seconds. No confrontation occurred; there was, “at no time an effort to restrain him,” and after he apparently staggered “aggressively” toward the three officers, arms stretched, one officer disengages the Taser and shoots Nick in the chest, and he collapses in the kitchen. 

Because of the inconsistency of the police reports and conflict with witness reports, what happened after he was tasered will never fully be known. The police state that they quickly strap Nick on a EMS stretcher – after asking him if he can walk, though in the report it states that he couldn’t even hold himself up when he was sitting on the floor – and rush him off to the hospital where he died en route. However, there is another side of the story, as witnesses claim that officers took over twenty minutes getting Nick onto a stretcher and into the ambulance, which left the apartment complex with its lights off. I don’t want to get into the details of who is telling the truth – I’ve spent hours analyzing all the different accounts of what happened that night. 

After a friend of mine interviewed an EMT that was intimately related with who was involved the night Nick was transported to Rogue Valley Hospital in Medford. She stated that “people don’t die from overdoses,” and also revealed that, according to another source, Nick wasn’t even hooked up to the heart monitors in the ambulance when he arrived on scene at the hospital. Though all of this information was taken second hand, what is understood is that no one from the hospital will talk about what happened that night. Both the EMTs that rode with Nick to the hospital (along with one of the head police officers involved) and the staff that were on call that night have been instructed not to speak about the incident. Everything has been tightly secured, locked, and put away. According to the autopsy report, one taser was still lodged in Nick’s chest and had to be surgically removed after he died, though the police reports state that the taser was removed in the ambulance. Without the EMS report, I am unable to completely draw that connection out. 

The story remains untold. Without proper documents and witness interviews, I am powerless to make any legitimate ripples. Despite the various meetings I’ve attended and held with the Police Chief (who is currently retiring from the Ashland Police force, which is another story), various Newspaper editors and journalists, lawyers, and professors, and though I published an article in the Siskiyou Newspaper, I was unable to make any real progress on Nick’s case. Other than the hours, days, and weeks I’ve spend gathering and analyzing information, I feel like I have gained only an understanding of the young boy that was killed one Sunday night, and a sadness that no one cares to really find out why. Because it was labeled as a suicide, it gets swept under the metaphorical rug and hidden from the public eye. Even the Ashland Daily Tidings gave up after trying to gain access to police department records, seeking information on officer conduct and excessive use of force reports. I am limited by my status as a citizen, when that status alone should be my key into truth within my community. Though there are recent waves within the Ashland community that entail new projects like “community policing,” I feel that there wasn’t a significant effort placed into finding out about Nick’s death. He becomes only an example of what can go wrong in a society instead of a hero for what he put up with and for surviving it as long as he did. I am angry, bitter, resentful, and hurt. I am also tired, though not defeated. As far as I’m concerned, Nick’s case remains open.
