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they also include lifestyle content such as travel, cooking 
and home renovations. 

“We want to raise awareness regarding acceptance and 
inclusivity,” Charisma says, “but we also want to show the 
normalcy of our relationship. Yes, we have a different rela-
tionship, but we deal with the same normal issues that an 
able-bodied couple might deal with. We always talk about 
how the biggest challenge in our relationship is commu-
nication — and how many couples say the same thing?” 

‘THE DREAMS ARE STARTING  
TO BECOME A REALITY’ 

While the rise of their YouTube channel has brought in 
hundreds of thousands of supporters, Cole and Charisma 
have also been on the receiving end of negative comments. 

Charisma is more o�en the target. Commenters ask 
if she’s taking on too much, and whether she’s able to 
handle Cole’s needs. They question whether Cole is 
capable of typical daily life tasks and see Charisma as 
his caregiver, not his partner. Viewers assume they know 
the most intimate details about the couple’s relationship 
and have insight into their decisions. Charisma has even 
faced racist comments. 

“At the beginning, the negative comments were hard 
for me to deal with,” she says. “I cried a lot and felt like 
people were constantly bashing me. It’s so much easier 
for people to be racist when they’re hiding behind a com-
puter screen. 

“We had a conversation about how to deal with it, and 
it really brought us closer together.”  

They blocked certain words and phrases on the 
channel, which helped. Their fan base is also deeply 
loyal, and Cole says their comment section “kind of self- 
polices at this point.”  

The questions about Cole’s abilities and Charisma’s 
caregiver role presented an opportunity, though. 

They’ve produced videos that show Cole’s night and 
morning routines, as well as how they remodeled their 
house to make it accessible. In early 2021, a�er one video 
revealed a bo�le of prenatal vitamins, they responded to 
questions and confirmed they are trying to have a baby.

“We don’t want people to look at Cole’s disability  
and say, ‘Oh, they can’t [have a baby] because he’s dis-
abled,’ ” Charisma says. “That’s just not fair. So we address 
things head-on.”  

The videos also reveal Cole and Charisma’s growing 
independence. A�er the couple moved out of the Sydnor 
family home and into their own house last summer, their 
daily support system shrank, meaning that Charisma had 
to shoulder many of Cole’s caregiving needs without his 
parents down the hall.  

Kelly says that in the earlier years of Cole’s recovery, 
he o�en relied on her to figure out new ways of doing 
daily tasks — something she was happy to do.  

“I couldn’t fix him,” she says, “but I could fix li�le things 
in his world to make his life easier. 

“With Charisma, if they have dogs and children and 
housework and jobs, for her to take all of that on would be 
a lot. Charisma would do anything he wants, but he doesn’t 
want that. He wants her to be his partner, not his caregiver.”  

Cole says the move was a huge step toward his inde-
pendence, and it encouraged him to reevaluate his own 
understanding of his abilities. He’s taking on more house-
hold responsibilities, and he has made further progress 
in his recovery, such as using the bathroom on his own.  

It helps that Charisma worked at Sheltering Arms and 
studied occupational therapy. She knows how to approach 
the skills Cole needs, and they both have an inherent drive 
that motivates them. 

And with Cole’s independence, both Kelly and Charisma 
have regained some of their own freedom and flexibility.  

“There were times, especially in the first hours of his 
accident, when I thought, ‘All of my hopes and dreams for 
this child are gone, in a nanosecond,’ ” Kelly says. “And then 
I realized the dreams are just going to look different. I still 
wanted the same sort of things I had before: that he lives 
a happy life, that he finds someone he can partner with.  

“I do feel like all of the pieces of the dreams are start-
ing to become a reality now, and I couldn’t ask for more 
than that.” 

‘I CONSIDER IT A LIFE WELL SPENT’ 
Cole and Charisma reached the next milestone in their 
relationship in November 2020, with an intimate wed-
ding at the Virginia House, an English Tudor manor house 
overlooking the James River.  

They originally planned for more than 200 guests, 
but COVID-19 restrictions prevented a large gathering 
of family and friends. The couple included farther-flung 
supporters through a livestreamed ceremony — on You-
Tube, naturally — and their wedding was featured in The 
New York Times’ “Vows” column.  
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“ WHAT SHOULD HIT 
PEOPLE FIRST IS 

THAT LOVE COMES 
IN ALL SHAPES, 

FORMS AND SIZES.” 
—COLE SYDNOR
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his summer, I quit my 
job. 

It’s a shi� that’s al- 
ways lived in the back 
of my mind. Someday, I 

thought, I’ll go out on my own as a writer, 
but the timing never seemed right. 

Until a pandemic struck. 
In March 2020, like so many workers 

around the country, I was sent home 
from the o�ce with no date of return. Yes, 
there were kinks that had to be smoothed 
out, and having my preschooler at home 
for a few months was challenging, to say 
the least. But I was also lucky to work in 
higher education communications, with 
an employer that gave me the flexibility 
to adjust as I needed. I created balance in 
the fluidity of my day, able to pause for 
an hour to go to the grocery store or turn 
my nonexistent commute into extra time 
to build a freelance business. 

A�er nearly 18 months of this new-
found work environment, there was no 
going back. Freelance writing became my 
full-time focus, allowing me to maintain 
the flexibility I had come to love. 

I’m not alone. 
Between April and August 2021, 19.8  

million of the nation’s workers quit their 
jobs, according to the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, with studies predicting 
waves of resignations that could continue 
through at least the end of the year. �e 
reasons are varied, with some departing 
by choice and others by force. 

“�ere are a lot of things going on,” 
says Violet Ho, a management professor 
at the University of Richmond’s Robins 
School of Business. “It depends on what 

industry you’re talking about, as well as 
the employee’s career stage. 

“There’s this notion about work-life 
balance, which in reality isn’t very bal-
anced and was exacerbated by the pan-
demic. Compensation [for lower-paid, 
frontline workers] is not adequate, and 
those who are working are overstretched 
and understa�ed. And some people are 
reevaluating and reprioritizing their 
life goals and deciding to exit the labor 
market altogether.” 

One of those people is �eocles Herrin. 
He studied economics and music at Wil-
liam & Mary, spending his free time play-
ing music. A�er graduation, he worked as a 
data analyst at the Mayo Clinic in Roches-
ter, Minnesota, but Herrin still performed 
a few times a week. In three or four years, 
he hoped to become a full-time musician. 

�e pandemic expedited his plans. He 
missed working in an office, but being 

stuck at home also allowed him to save 
money. In December 2020, Herrin moved 
back home to Charlo�esville to strike out 
as a singer-songwriter. Teaching music 
classes at Front Porch, a music education 
and community space in Charlo�esville, 
provides a steady baseline income. Plus, 
he has the freedom to play regular gigs at 
�e Homestead resort in Hot Springs, per-
form at a private event in Richmond, or 
step onstage at a brewery with his band, 
�eocles and the Scru�s. 

It remains to be seen if the surge — 
now dubbed the “Great Resignation” — is 
overblown, but there’s no denying that it’s 
a job seeker’s market. To hire and retain 
employees, businesses have had to listen 
and adapt. 

Grant Millsaps, CEO of the local con-
sulting firm Frontier, has been helping 
clients do just that. Most of the compa-
nies he works with are Fortune 500 and 
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THE BIG QUIT
Employees reassess their careers 
and work-life balance in the 
wake of the pandemic

By Kim Catley
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