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Driving home with my brother Michael in our black, Honda minivan, I felt invincible. 

Fulfilled after a three-hour tennis practice in the scorching sun, I rolled down the window and 

felt the wind cascading over my sun-burned face while Michael turned up the radio. As we 

laughed hysterically, jamming to one of our favorite songs, a sense of indescribable peace and 

happiness overwhelmed me. What a beautiful moment. I have always been extremely close with 

both my brother and parents. Moving across the country to places such as Portland, Chicago, and 

Pittsburgh, our family bond tightened as the one unchanging factor in each new experience was 

the four of us. In each of our new homes, our family was further united by none other than 

sports. With Dad coaching our teams and Mom driving us to countless practices, games, and 

tournaments, our family drew even closer. Throughout it all, Michael and I became both fierce 

competitors, but also the best of friends. I cherished our routine of school and sports. It was 

fulfilling. It was home.  

Because of our close family dynamic, I could always count on any of them for support 

amidst struggle, adversity, or a tough decision. Living at home for the past eighteen years, I 

experienced the normal struggles of growing up, but never had to make too many decisions. 

Even when larger decisions did arise, such as selecting a high school and a college, I carefully 

talked over every option with my parents and ended up feeling extremely confident in each, 

knowing that we had explored every angle together.  

As the end of senior year lay a month away and I prepared to attend Notre Dame in the 

fall, I was eager and excited for the endless opportunities and new adventure that lay ahead. As a 

result of both my parents and others family members attending ND, I had grown up an avid 



Notre Dame sports fan, going to games and visiting campus countless times. When I pictured 

attending Notre Dame, I only envisioned the fun, the sports, and the excitement. The first couple 

of weeks of college were both exciting and new. From living in a new dorm to taking my first 

college classes, life was both thrilling, but at times, a little overwhelming. I was so used to the 

disciplined high school schedule of academics and tennis that it became an adjustment in 

figuring out how to best utilize the vacant spaces of time throughout my day. Furthermore, there 

were so many decisions to be made. When was I going to wake up? Where was I going to study? 

What did I want to get involved with? Despite the fact that many of these decisions were small, I 

began struggling with my self-confidence and fear of failure. Doubt and fear clouded my heart as 

I felt a sense of helplessness of living on my own for the first time and not having the comfort of 

my family by my side.  

My first year away from home was the hardest year of my life. In addition to struggling 

with indecision and constant doubt, I battled a loneliness that I had never felt before. As I was so 

close with my family, especially my best friend, my brother Michael, I was not comfortable 

living away from them. The past eighteen years, I had felt their constant love and joy in their 

physical presence almost every day. Now, no matter how many times I received their love in 

daily calls or texts, I still felt lonely, swallowed up by the large campus and the constant 

academic and social challenges of a normal college student. As Michael and I had both lived 

such a discipline lifestyle of academics and tennis the past several years, we could always rely on 

each other for friendship when our schedule didn’t allow us a lot of extra time for hanging out. 

Arriving at Notre Dame, I was tasked with finding individuals on campus who could become my 

college family. This was not easy. An all-time low occurred one bleak November afternoon 

when I was struggling particularly to love myself and feel included on campus. Arriving at the 



Grotto, I remember kneeling in front of the hundreds of well-lit candles, sparkling in the mid-

afternoon light. Raising my head to look upwards towards the Basilica, the pain and struggle of 

the new transition rushed out of me as I began crying uncontrollably, desperately wishing to feel 

my Mom’s arms in a hug or my Dad’s comforting words of presence. Tears streaming down my 

face, I felt a deep desire to be myself again. Enthusiastic and positive about life. Confident and 

courageous. Excited and happy. I knew that the transition to college would be a challenge, but I 

never imagined facing such an immense burden of doubt and isolation. This hurt me.  

In the weeks after, I still struggled with fear and many times, compared myself to my 

classmates. Why did it seem like everybody was forming friend groups and enjoying themselves 

all the time? What was I missing? I asked myself these questions almost every day, all the while 

longing for the breaks to approach faster. When I finally returned home for Christmas break, I 

felt as completely free and happy as ever before. There was no self-doubt within me. No 

indecisive decisions. No comparisons to my peers. I was myself. Over both my Christmas and 

spring breaks, I began sitting down with my Dad and reflecting on my college experience so far. 

What adjustments would ultimately make me happier? Staring into my Dad’s eyes one night over 

one of my breaks from school, I poured my heart out to him. The pain. The sadness. The fear. 

We began a talk that transformed my experience here at Notre Dame. As we looked at each 

particular struggle, we began to notice some patterns: There was huge need for more relaxation 

time and more spontaneity in my schedule as I was constantly working all the time. Also, by 

unfairly comparing myself to the false optimistic masks of my peers, I was greatly diminishing 

my self-confidence. My Dad continued to maintain that many other students were experiencing 

the same struggles as me. I began to believe him. He then talked about decision making and how 

there truly is no bad decision. These ideas ignited my heart. He was right. 



Returning to school after both of my breaks, specifically my spring break, I was 

motivated to begin utilizing some of the concepts that I had taken away from the conversations 

with my Dad. Whether it was adjusting my sleep schedule to allow myself more relaxation time 

at night with friends, varying up my study spots all over campus to keep my mind fresh, allowing 

spontaneous events to happen while planning less, or even just walking across campus instead of 

riding my bike so I could appreciate campus more, I began to feel myself again. As every school 

day passed and I began to lead with my heart, a phrase that I now live by, I grew stronger and 

more aware of the things that brought me joy. I began prioritizing friendships, maintaining an 

assertive attitude towards decisions, and engaging in activities that I loved such as watching 

sports or running around the lakes. Even though I still struggled with living on my own, I was 

myself again. In early April, I ran the Notre Dame Holy Half Marathon, my first ever race. 

Running through campus that beautiful Saturday morning, the sun gleaming across the cloudless, 

blue sky, I finally felt at peace. I felt as though I wasn’t just running towards the finish line. I 

was running towards a new way of life. I was leaving my anxiety and burdens behind me. I had 

not only found myself again, but had grown immensely over the past year. I was running with a 

new courage. I was running as Patrick Michael Quinn. 

 

 

 

  


