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Not including scenes of domestic violence, though mentioned, none of the following topics are explicitly described in the book. Please consider before reading that this book highlights sensitive issues that may be offensive or harmful to the reader or its listeners. Some of the topics mentioned in this book are bullying, various forms of abuse, predatory age gap relationships, self-harm, suicide, depression, death, abortion, and blood. 

Please take note of this trigger warning list if you or socmeone else is a trauma survivor, as this material may be upsetting for you or others. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Professional Review

[image: ]




Book Review: Life Behind Her Smile: Deadly Secrets

Reviewed from the lens of a mental health professional and a Christian perspective

After reading Life Behind Her Smile: Deadly Secrets, there is so much I want to unpack — both as a mental health professional who works closely with adolescents and as a Christian. 

This book powerfully highlights real-life challenges that teens face in today’s world, making it a deeply meaningful and thought-provoking read.

Professional Perspective: A Mirror to Adolescent Mental Health

What stood out to me most is how this book doesn’t shy away from the dark, difficult truths many adolescents live through. It confronts issues such as:


	Childhood trauma

	Physical, verbal, and emotional abuse

	Grooming and cyberbullying

	Grief, suicidal ideations, and self-harm

	Domestic violence and mental health struggles



These are not just fictional plot points — they are lived realities for many teens today.

According to Mental Health America and the NIH, over 5 million teens (ages 12–17) in

the U.S. experienced at least one major depressive episode, and more than half received no treatment. This book portrays how deeply a teen can be suffering while those around them remain unaware — a truth that mental health professionals know all too well.

As I read, I viewed each youth as if they were one of my clients. Two storylines especially stood out: Melanie and Maria.

Melanie’s Story: Pain, Support, and the Power of Forgiveness Melanie’s background reflects a common pattern — a broken home, seeking love from an older boyfriend, and experiencing domestic violence. She also struggled with the emotional weight of her best friend’s mental health battles. What made her story especially powerful was the natural support system she had around her, particularly from her mother.

Melanie’s mother was willing to face her own pain, invest in herself, and heal — which in turn allowed her to pour into her daughter from a place of strength. This reciprocal healing opened the door to forgiveness and personal growth for both mother and daughter. It highlights a critical truth: teens do better when the adults in their lives do their own emotional work.

Maria’s Story: The Tragedy of Absence

Maria’s story is heartbreaking. Like Melanie, she endured abuse and searched for love in all the wrong places, ultimately falling into the trap of cyberbullying and emotional isolation. But unlike Melanie, Maria did not have the protective factor of parental support. Her mother, though she had also experienced trauma, chose avoidance, burying herself in work and emotionally disconnecting from her daughter. This tragic gap led to missed opportunities for healing, and sadly, to Maria’s suicide. It’s a sobering reminder of how vital present, emotionally engaged parenting is — especially when trauma is part of family history.

Spiritual Perspective: Forgiveness as the Foundation for Healing

From a Christian perspective, the thread of forgiveness running through this story is

both powerful and redemptive. Forgiveness is portrayed not as an abstract concept, but

as a spiritual and emotional lifeline.

Melanie’s journey demonstrates how embracing forgiveness opened the door for God to move in her life, leading to restoration. Once she surrendered to that process, she experienced grace, healing, and new beginnings — proving that even when the enemy tries to destroy a life, God can rebuild and redeem it.

Final Thoughts: Who Needs to Read This Book?

Life Behind Her Smile: Deadly Secrets speaks to many audiences:


	Parents struggling to show up for their teens while dealing with their own emotional baggage

	Teens and young adults navigating trauma, grief, or toxic relationships

	Friends or caregivers trying to be a support system in someone else’s healing journey

	Anyone who’s suppressed their own pain for so long that it’s become their norm



This book is a reminder that you are not alone, that healing is possible, and that pain can be transformed into purpose. Through its honest storytelling, it delivers a message of resilience, restoration, and the importance of walking life’s journey with faith and support.

Overall Rating

A powerful, emotional, and spiritually grounded read that brings necessary attention to the mental and emotional battles teens are facing today.

Challina Roberts, MA, LGPC, NCC
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This book is dedicated to everyone who is struggling with their mental health. I love you wholeheartedly. You may feel unseen, but your silence screams to me. I see the mental and emotional wounds your past has caused you. This book is my plea for you to live. I can’t physically reach you, but I hope my words can. Give yourself a chance to experience the joy your anxiety wants to prevent you from having.

Not one single hair on your head is a mistake. God did not accidentally form you. The breath in your lungs isn’t meaningless. You are alive because you are important and loved by God immensely. Though the pain from your wounds never seems to heal, there is restoration found in God. You are loved and filled with purpose despite your faults, failures, and mistakes. Built inside you is an overcomer; I want to see you activate it.

- Chante’ Whisonant
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To God, thank you for picking me up when I wanted to stay down. Even when I didn’t understand the vision, you never let go of my hand.

To my parents, Samonia and Carlton, thank you for seeing what I didn’t see in myself. No one could ever support me the way you guys do. Your constant encouragement guided me forward when I needed it the most.

To my late grandmother, Juanita, it seems like everything fell apart when you died, but the memories of your support keep me going. You didn’t get to see the final product, but your faith in me helped me to complete this project. 

Thank you.
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Was this her fault? Did she deserve this? Was it inevitable?

Screams blurred into silence as her blood spread across the carpet. Breathing grew harder with every second. Her body betrayed her will, and she could not move.

How could he stare into her eyes so coldly? How could he point the gun with no emotion? The two bullets in her abdomen burned, but the one in her chest stole everything. His voice, flat and empty, sent shivers down her spine. She waited for him to stop, to regret what he had done. Instead, he left her there.

Regret pressed down like a weight, suffocating her. Every warning ignored. Every excuse made. Every memory that now mocked her. Pride? Ignorance? Desperation? She did not know. She only knew she had been fooled like the girls before her.

Promises that were never real. A love that never existed. Knowing the truth did nothing to ease the ache in her chest.

The last thing she heard was her name frantically called. There was so much left unsaid, so many apologies she could never give, but time was gone.

Darkness took her.
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We were always interlocked, our hearts danced together, never off-beat. Whatever pierced you also pierced me. You’re someone I hold close and very dear in my life. So, why didn’t I notice the darkness and despair in your eyes? You are my joy, my sunshine, my starlight, my family. How did I not see that all that surrounds you is calamity? Why didn’t you tell me? I thought we told each other everything. Did I not make it clear that miles could separate us, and all you’d have to do is give my phone a ring? How did I miss the swarming hive until I felt the bee sting?

-Chante’ Whisonant
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Chapter One
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The sound of Melanie's fast-beating heart drives out all other noise that surrounds her. Her mother's futile words of comfort fade into the background as her thoughts become dangerously suffocating. Her wrist grows red with irritation as she continuously picks at it.

"Hurry up! Move out of the way!" Melanie yells at the vehicles, seeming to take their lovely time. A young driver receives glares while laughing at her phone during a green light. Not wanting her daughter to cause a scene, Linda drives around the distracted woman. Nails dig into Melanie's pale palms as the hospital comes into view. As soon as the car stops, Melanie flings the passenger door open before Linda can turn off the engine. She ignores her mom's concerned pleas and races for the entrance. Gently pushing past a sea of crying, disoriented, and bruised people, she stops in front of a young girl carelessly typing away at her computer. "Please, I'm here to see my friend Maria Ortaz. I need to see her now." She stresses with very little softness in her voice.

The receptionist huffs, "Give me a second." She said with her thick Italian accent bouncing off her tongue, her face not leaving the computer once. After a few more seconds of typing, Linda approaches Melanie from behind as the receptionist finishes looking up the information.

"3rd floor, room 502," she said with a wave. Linda said a quick thank you while her daughter raced to the elevators. Melanie impatiently held the door open for her mother, who ran to her side tiredly.

"Honey, I need you to calm down. It's okay, we will get to her. MaLinda said she was awake at one point." Linda pointed out while soothingly rubbing her child's back.

"Why would she do this, Mom?" Melanie asked, choked up. "I don't know, baby. I wish I did."

After getting lost in the hallways, the duo comes face-to-face with the room their struggling friends were in. Carefully walking inside the bitterly cold room, a distressed MaLinda could be seen alongside a pale Maria, who was hooked up to multiple machines. Hearing footsteps, MaLinda's head pops up from her daughter's side.

"Lin, Mel, thank God you're here, " she said, getting up from her seat and squeezing them both individually.

"Are you okay, Mrs. Ortaz?" Melanie asks. MaLinda takes a deep breath and shakes her head while running her fingers through her hair.

"No, no...not at all. I haven't eaten or drunk anything. The nurses are telling me to rest, but how can I eat when she feels so...empty? My clients are calling me about the scheduled appointments I missed, and I haven't replied to any of them. What am I supposed to tell them? The woman who fixes everyone's problems can't fix her own daughter's problems?" She said with a cracked voice and red eyes. Linda caringly puts her hand on her friend's shoulder.

"Honey, listen to me. You are a very busy woman; there were too many things on your mind. I mean, come on, she looked perfectly fine to us as well! On top of that, you're MaLinda Ortaz, a woman who is great at helping people, but you're not a comic book hero. You specialize in domestic violence, not suicide and depression in adolescents. You can't foresee and prevent everything." She stated with Melanie nodding her head in agreement.

"I—gosh, I don't know, Lin. I just don't know how I didn't see this. My head is spinning," MaLinda said with stress in her voice.

"What exactly happened?" Melanie asked as they all sat down.

MaLinda pressed her lips together before answering. "I found the door locked... and when I finally got it open..." She shook her head, staring at the floor. "Pills. Everywhere. Scattered across the sheets like confetti."

Melanie's chest tightened at every word spoken. The letters painted a gut-wrenching picture in her mind.

"I shook her, slapped her face, screamed her name, but she wouldn't wake up." MaLinda's voice cracked. She gripped the arms of the chair as if she were still there, still trying to shake her daughter awake. "I thought I lost her."

Silence settled in the room, broken only by the steady beep of Maria's monitor.

"By the time the paramedics came," MaLinda whispered, "I couldn't even feel her pulse." She looked up, tears welling. "I thought I was watching my baby die. All of this because I took away her devices, and she couldn't access her online friends and AI apps."

She swallowed hard, her eyes wet. "And the worst part? Last night she told me I'd regret taking her phone away. I thought she was just being dramatic. If I had listened—" MaLinda's voice broke.

"MaLinda, I am so sorry you found her that way. It's not your fault. Why would a phone cause all of this? I understand that phones are important to teenagers, but Maria never seemed that attached to them." Commented Linda

"I'm still piecing everything together." The mother replied

Melanie leaned forward. "Is she in a coma?"

Malinda shook her head, "No, but her body is very tired. The doctors said her body is catching up to itself, so it may be hard to wake her at the moment. She almost didn't make it, but I got to her just in time." Malinda said, looking at her daughter.

As the two mothers began to talk, Melanie's mind started to ask questions.

"Who is her new friend?" "Why would she kill herself over not talking to the person?" "How long has she been depressed?" "Why didn't she talk to me about it?" "Did I fail you, Maria?  Was I so clouded by my own worries that I lost sight of yours?"

The more she pondered, the more she became agitated and confused. She began digging memories from the back of her mind, trying to figure out when she missed this ball of destruction headed their way.

"Hey, beautiful," Melanie whispered, leaning close to her friend's still body. "I don't know what's happening, but I'm here, okay? You'll be good as new when you wake up, I promise. We'll listen to you, let you scream, cry, shout at the heavens if you want. My ears can take it. Just... wake up." She kissed Maria's forehead, forcing a smile. "You'll be fine. Just fine."

After speaking to Maria, Melanie sat back and listened to her mother chat with Malinda for the next few hours. Sadness heavily dimmed the atmosphere, but relief finally broke through when Maria's eyes fluttered open after nearly 24 hours.

"My baby! Oh, thank God, thank you, father. Are you alright?" Malinda asked while squeezing her daughter's hand. But the happiness in her eyes didn't match the look in Maria's.

"My head hurts. I feel awful," Maria groaned, pressing her palm to her temple.

"You nearly gave me a heart attack when I found you." Malinda cried while caressing her daughter's face.

"Maria?" Melanie tried, her voice trembling.

The girl's gaze flicked from her mother to Melanie — and then something changed. A flicker of horror crossed her face, as if realizing her mother had shared too much, as if her private pain was now laid bare before her best friend. Her eyes darted to the wall, anywhere but at them.

"Leave." The word dropped like a stone.

"What?" Melanie blinked.

"I said leave. Thanks to you guys, I'm fine—right back where I never wanted to be. You shouldn't have saved me." Her last words were barely above a whisper.

"Honey, you can't be serious," MaLinda pleaded.

"I'm serious. Do you think I swallowed all those pills for fun?" Maria snapped.

"Baby, you just woke up. You're not thinking straight, we—"

"I'm thinking just fine, Mother." Maria's voice sharpened. "I want to be alone."

"Maria—"

"Now, Mom!" Her voice cracked, softer now. "Please..."

The room went silent.

"She's mad at us... for caring?" Melanie's thoughts burned. We're worried sick, and she tells us to leave her alone? I'm done.

"Fine. See you later." She spat the words and slammed the door.

Two minutes later, Linda and MaLinda trailed behind her in the hallway.

"Melanie, please! She's emotional right now," MaLinda begged, tears streaking her face.

"Right. Talk to you later, Ms. Ortaz," Melanie muttered, shoving through the old automatic doors before her own tears could fall.

Back in the hospital room, Maria curled into herself, sobbing.

What did I just do?

They don't like me anymore.

Shut up, that's not true.

I should have taken more pills. I'm a waste of space

No, I'm not.

I'm crazy.

No, I'm not.

I'm useless...

Stop it, brain. They love me.

That's a lie. No one can love me. I'm unlovable.

Her cries echoed down the sterile halls. "I need my blade. I want this to stop. Where's my blade?" She yanked at her hair.

"Why did she save me? I never asked her to; I never wanted her to." Maria cried. Her sobs carried into the hallway, but no one dared to enter. Her front was gone. Everyone had seen the truth behind her bright personality, and it terrified her to her core.
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Good Morning, Mrs. Fear
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Good morning, Mrs. Fear, good morning, my friend. You never hesitate to remind me why I should never fly again. I thought your presence would die after a good night's sleep, but you talked to me all night, and I couldn't sleep a peep. I saw your lover, Mr. Pain, not too long ago. He told me you both would move back later down the road. What loyal friends you two are, you always stay by my side. It's just, sometimes, Mrs. Fear, I wish you and your lover would not insist on being my guide. 

Good morning, Mrs. Fear, good morning, my friend. I think it is time for our friendship to end. 

-         Chante' Whisonant
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Chapter Two
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An awkward silence fills the car as Linda drives her teary-eyed teenager home.

"Sweetie, what's wrong?" She asks while keeping her eyes on the road.

"What's wrong? Did you see the way Maria acted? We are trying to help her. I was so worried about her..." Mel said, voice cracking as a tear ran down her face.

"She's being unreasonable."

"You may need to step into her shoes for a minute, Melanie." Suggested Linda

Confusion made its way on her face, "What do you mean?" she asked her mother.

"Honey, we all know you love your friends, but she's hurting right now. She's scared, in pain, angry, and probably a million other emotions we wouldn't understand. Mentally, you have to be in a deep, dark place to attempt suicide. She is going through a lot of pain and doesn't know how to make it stop. Maria isn't stable right now. Her mind is all over the place. Not only that, but you did the same thing, Mel." said the mother.

Offense arose inside Melanie, "What?! When did I do that? Mom, look, I'm just upset, okay? She should've talked to me." Melanie whispered the last part

"No one is saying you shouldn't be hurt, too, but now you have to look at things from a different perspective. You see your friend in pain and want nothing more than to hold, love, and help them, right?" Linda asked, followed by her daughter nodding her head.

"Well, that's how Sally, Nick, and Maria felt while you continued to push them away after Robert put you in the hospital. Maria was furious that you defended him after he did something like that to you. At the time, it felt like you were punishing them for caring about you. But since they were your friends, they forgave you and understood your mind wasn't in the right place. She could have given up on you out of frustration, but she didn't. Now you have to do the same thing. I know it hurt to hear her say that to you; it hurt me, too. But now that things have reversed, you need to love her the way she loved you. If she needs space like you needed, give it to her. She doesn't wanna talk? Fine, just hold her. Just please don't hate her, baby. She doesn't want to be in this situation. She thought the only way to end the pain was to end it all. I know it's tough, but don't give up on her. She didn't give up on you. Okay?" Linda questioned while squeezing her daughter's hand.

Melanie took a deep breath and nodded.

"Yeah, okay. I can try. I just want her to get a grip and stop hurting herself. I want her to wake up and be happy again," she cried.

"I know, baby girl. I wish it were that easy." The car fell into silence.

As they neared home, Melanie's thoughts became suffocating. Her mind was a sea of chaos and questions. Even though she knew her mother was right, she was too frustrated to talk. Every emotion streamed down her face. She was caught between being mad at Maria and being angry at herself.

"Is it selfish to be upset with Maria? Am I allowed to be frustrated?" she wondered, finding no answer. Her mind drifted to a fantasy that took her far from reality.

When Melanie got home, hours passed in a blur. All she could do was be angry and cry. Darkness clouded her senses. She was aimlessly scrolling through her phone when she received a text message from another unknown number. She felt a chill down her spine, knowing it was her ex-boyfriend. Robert just won't leave her alone. She has already blocked three numbers in an attempt to escape his harassment.

"You're such a liar, Melanie. You're overreacting. No one abused you. I'm going to make your life a living nightmare, and you'll never wake from it."

Melanie shuddered, reading the text. He never identifies himself, but Melanie knows it's Robert. She hasn't told anyone he is harassing her. She just wants everything to stop. Once again, Melanie blocked the random number and closed her phone. When she looked up, her eyes fell on something familiar hanging on her wall: a poster Sally had given her a few weeks ago.

"You are stronger than your excuses. Your pain does not define you. You are loved. Get up and keep going." The words on the canvas read in bold, bright letters.

Melanie sniffled and wiped her eyes. The message spoke directly to her. Just seeing it cleared the fog from her mind.

"Stronger than my excuses," she whispered. Hesitantly, she traced her fingers along the edge of the canvas. The pain lingered, but a seed of hope had been planted.

Two days later, Melanie left the house again. She decided to walk to Sally's house and clear her mind. The warmth of the sun reminded her she was still alive.

Only three minutes into her journey, a car caught Melanie's attention. She turned to see a familiar vehicle slowly trailing behind.

"There's no way," she muttered, instantly regretting the walk.

Recognizing her ex-boyfriend, Melanie broke into a run toward the corner store. A few seconds later, two strong arms grabbed her from behind. She was shoved against a wall, trapped between Robert's arms. His hand clamped tightly around her throat.

"Don't make a sound," he said chillingly, calmly.

Melanie clawed at his hands, desperate to breathe. His grip only tightened.

"What? You thought I would forget about your little stunt?" Robert's voice dripped with amusement, but rage shone in his eyes. "You embarrassed me in front of a lot of people. Where's all that sass? Where's all that bravery you had when flaunting your little bruises at my birthday party? You ruined everything. You always ruin everything!"

Tears burned Melanie's eyes as her body fought for oxygen. "I never meant to hurt you," he muttered, his grip loosening slightly. His expression mocked softness, and he almost looked human again. "But you always do something to tick me off. Why do you keep doing this to yourself, huh?" His fingers finally released their hold, and Melanie collapsed forward, gasping and coughing. Her throat throbbed, her lungs fighting to pull in air. She barely had time to register what had happened before Robert's voice cut through the haze.

"This isn't over," he murmured. "If you keep trying to ruin my life, you will not like how this ends."

Fear pressed down on her. She ran, no longer wanting to visit Sally. All she wanted was to get home.

"He almost killed me...again," she thought in shock. "Is this what I get for leaving? Did I make it worse?"

When she reached home, Melanie tried to calm down. Her first instinct was to tell her mother, but fear of retaliation overwhelmed her thoughts.
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