

[image: cover]




[image: imgtitle.jpg]




 


Copyright © 2025 by Dawn Lohr.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written consent of the author, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.


Published by Advantage Books, Charleston, South Carolina.


An imprint of Advantage Media.


ADVANTAGE is a registered trademark, and the Advantage colophon is a trademark of Advantage Media Group, Inc.


Printed in the United States of America.


10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


ISBN: 979-8-89188-032-0 (Hardcover)


ISBN: 979-8-89188-033-7 (eBook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2025910732


Cover design by Megan Elger.


Layout design by Ruthie Wood.


This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.


Advantage Books is an imprint of Advantage Media Group. Advantage Media helps busy entrepreneurs, CEOs, and leaders write and publish a book to grow their business and become the authority in their field. Advantage authors comprise an exclusive community of industry professionals, idea-makers, and thought leaders. For more information go to advantagemedia.com.


06-17-2025 11:53




 


To my beloved son Jonathan Andrew, you are an inspiration of courage and hope. I know you are at peace now. I will be your voice and honor your life. I miss you, and I know I will see you again. You are and always will be a gift from God. Love, Mom.
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FOREWORD


by Suzanna de Boer, 
Editor and Book Coach


When I first began working with Dawn Lohr on her book Love Beyond, the story we set out to tell was very different from the one you now hold in your hands. At the time, her beloved son Jonathan was still alive—struggling, yes, but surrounded by support, treatment, and the fierce, unwavering love of his family. There was a flicker of hope. The early drafts of this manuscript reflected that hope: a mother’s determined journey to help her son heal, and a young man’s brave attempt to navigate the darkness of depression.


Dawn’s original vision was a book that might show the path toward recovery. A story of resilience, understanding, and ultimately, triumph over mental illness.


But life, as it so often does, had other plans.


As we continued our work together—editing chapters, deepening character arcs, shaping a narrative both emotionally rich and brutally honest—the unthinkable happened. Jonathan took his own life.


Everything changed.


And yet, Dawn kept writing. Not just for herself, but for every parent who has ever watched their child suffer in silence. For every young person who feels invisible in their pain. For every family walking through the shadows of mental health, feeling unsure, overwhelmed, or alone. She rewrote this book—not to offer a promise that all stories end in recovery but to offer a different kind of hope. The kind that comes through remembrance. Through truth-telling. Through love that continues, even in grief.


Love Beyond is the embodiment of that love. Told in alternating voices between Maria (Dawn’s fictionalized version of herself) and Josh (Jonathan), it is a profoundly intimate look inside a family’s battle with depression, anxiety, and the heartbreak of suicide. What makes this book extraordinary is not just the depth of pain it chronicles but the courage and clarity with which it does so.


This is not an easy story—but it is a necessary one.


Dawn gives voice to the questions so many parents silently carry: How do I help my child? What did I miss? Could I have done more? And through Jonathan’s chapters, she creates space for readers to step inside the lived experience of a teenager who appears to “have it all” but feels lost, unseen, and exhausted beneath the surface.


The authenticity of this book is both its power and its gift. It doesn’t shy away from the hard moments—the confusion, the missteps, the fear, the numbing grief—but neither does it abandon us there. Instead, Love Beyond leads us, page by page, toward understanding, compassion, and the possibility of healing.


As Dawn’s editor and book coach, I witnessed not just the creative process but the emotional fortitude it took to keep going. She didn’t have to finish this book. Many wouldn’t have. But she chose to honor Jonathan’s life by telling the full truth of his story, and in doing so, she has created something enduring—a legacy of love and a lifeline for others.


The courage I witnessed in Dawn was extraordinary. Her decision to keep writing even through the most devastating heartbreak a parent can experience left a lasting impression on me, both personally and professionally. This is a mother who chose to transform pain into purpose. Her vulnerability on the page is matched only by her deep desire to help others feel seen, heard, and less alone. I am endlessly inspired by her and honored to be part of this essential project.


If you are holding this book because you are hurting, know this: You are not alone. If you are a parent, a teacher, a friend, or someone who simply wants to better understand mental health, this book will open your eyes and soften your heart. And if you, like Josh, are fighting a quiet battle no one else can see, may this book remind you how deeply your life matters.


This is not a story with a fairytale ending. But it is a story of extraordinary love. Of presence. Of staying close to those we love, even when they are slipping beyond our reach.


And in that, there is hope—not the fragile kind, dependent on circumstances, but the fierce, enduring kind that lives on in memory, in advocacy, and in every act of love we carry forward. There is hope in the telling. There is hope in the healing. And there is hope in knowing that even the deepest pain can give rise to purpose, connection, and light.


This book is part of that light—and each purchase helps the Jonathan Andrew Foundation make costly therapy treatments available to young adults facing mental health challenges.




 


CHAPTER ONE


Simple Days


Josh


“Hey, Josh, what a fantastic save!” Alec yells as he comes toward me.


“Thanks, man,” I reply, pulling off my sweat-soaked goalie glove to shake his hand.


“These summer practices are grueling. I’ll never get used to the Charleston heat.”


“The heat is bad, but the humidity is unbearable.” I chuckle, wiping sweat from my forehead with the bottom of my T-shirt.


Alec is my best friend. From kindergarten until high school, he and I have done everything together. Lately, I haven’t wanted to hang out with him—or anybody, for that matter.


“I haven’t seen you all summer. You OK, man?” Alec asks.


“Yeah, just been tired lately,” I tell him. It’s true, but it’s not the whole truth.


I’m not myself; I’m moody, sad, and no fun to be around.


“There’s a party tonight for Justin’s birthday. Hope you can come,” Alec says, smiling.


“Thanks for letting me know. I might just chill tonight.”


“OK, I’m here if you want to talk about anything.” Alec looks concerned as he touches my shoulder.


“Thanks, I really appreciate that.” I look down at my untied cleat.


“See you at school,” he says as he turns to head to his silver Honda Accord.
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I have enjoyed the summer and playing soccer. School starts in a week. Senior year.


I should be excited, but right now I really don’t care one way or the other. I think of my mom; she is in “crazy mom mode.” I just had my senior pictures taken. Mom loves them, commenting specifically on how my eyes look bright green and how curly my dark hair was that day. She says it makes me look grown-up and like a little boy at the same time. She’s already making plans for graduation, asking me where I want to have dinner and making a list of who all will be there. What she doesn’t know is that I could care less about graduation dinner; I just want the year to be over.
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Standing there looking at the soccer field, I remember all the times I’ve walked onto the field and into the goalie box. I love playing soccer. I’ve always felt at home on the field. I love being part of a team, and I’ve found that being a goalie allows me to challenge myself to be my best. My perfect eyesight and fearlessness help me to stop almost every shot. I don’t like to boast about myself, but I’m really good in the goalie box. I get a rush when the opponent kicks the ball to score. I’ve always been confident and strong on the soccer field.


Off the field, I am not.


I did have a concussion in eighth grade that still worries Mom. But I’m fine.


Mom goes to all of my games, as she does with all of my siblings—Curt’s baseball games, Audra’s dance recitals, and AJ’s track meets. I was a sophomore on the varsity team when we won playoffs and went on to play in the state championships. Mom cheered me on through the whole tournament. I remember seeing her smile at me from the sidelines. Dad goes when he can, but I’ve seen him less and less since their divorce. It used to upset me, but not so much anymore.


I reach down to pick up my favorite, worn soccer ball. I trace a faded black pentagon with my thumb. I always feel better after a good soccer game. I smile as I walk to my car.


See, some things still make me smile. Why can’t I shake this sad feeling that seems to follow me these days?


I decide to talk to Mom about it when I get home. I’m not sure she will know what to do, but it’s worth asking her for help because I know how much she cares for me.


I blast my music on my radio to drown out my thoughts on the drive home.


Pulling into the driveway of my childhood home, I feel sad again and decide against talking to Mom. I walk up the path to our Charleston green front door (which I always thought was black). I head upstairs to take a shower. As I’m getting out of the shower, the phone rings—it’s Carrie.


“Hi, uh, how are you?” I ask her nervously, stumbling over my words.


“I’m doing great. How are you?” Carrie asks me.


“I’m OK,” I tell her halfheartedly. I’ve been avoiding her and haven’t told her how I’m feeling.


“Would you like to go to the beach with me next Saturday?” she asks.


“Sure, I would love to meet you at the beach. See you then. Bye.”


I met Carrie at the beginning of our junior year. She had just moved from Pennsylvania with her family because of her father’s new job at Boeing.


She is beautiful. I like her red hair and her green eyes. And I love her big heart. She’s so kind to everyone. I honestly don’t know what she sees in me. We’ve been dating for a year now.


I’ve avoided sharing with her how depressed I am.


“I will enjoy spending time with her,” I say to my reflection to convince myself.


I have seen Mom talk to herself in the mirror; maybe this forced positivity will work for me too.
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I feel very excited to see Carrie during the drive to the beach. Every time I cross the bridge over the intercoastal waterway, I feel peaceful. The marsh grass, once green, has faded to brown from the scorching summer heat. The low country of South Carolina is always fascinating to me. I see egrets in the marsh water, now at low tide. These white, long-necked birds always remind me of a plastic lawn bird, although Mom says they are very majestic.


As I reach the end of the bridge, I see the tops of the trees—oaks and palms mixed together. Beyond the trees, I see the sparkling blue water of the Atlantic Ocean.


I love seeing the ocean.


I really love living here.


I finally arrive, park, and grab my beach towel. As I cross over the boardwalk to the beach, a family of pelicans flies in a straight line over my head—almost as if they are guiding me. I see Carrie sitting in our favorite spot on Sullivan’s Island. There is not a cloud in the sky, and I can feel the summer sun warm my skin.


“Hi, Josh, I’m over here!” Carrie announces to the whole beach as I walk between the dunes and toward her.


She runs right up to me and hugs me.


“I’m really happy to see you,” she booms.


“I’m happy to see you too,” I say, grinning.


Carrie has planned everything: Chick-fil-A biscuits and orange juice for breakfast, lunch for later, a soccer ball, and a Frisbee. She even brought a beach chair, sunscreen, and a towel for me too. Sitting next to her with the sun on our faces as we watch the waves is wonderful. We sit in silence after we finish our breakfast, just holding hands. I look down at our hands together—I like seeing our fingers intertwined, and I feel her strength transfer to me.


I know Carrie is happy, and I want to be happy too.


“Last one in is a rotten egg!” Carrie yells, jumping up and running to the water.


“No one says that anymore!” I yell back, following right behind her.


“I do,” she says, laughing as she turns around to kiss me.


Every time she kisses me, fireworks explode inside. Simple things like sitting beside her, holding her hand, seeing her smile, and kissing her make me very happy.


I will not have sad thoughts today, I tell myself.


“Thank you!” I shout out to her as the waves crash around us.


Carrie doesn’t ask what for; she just smiles at me.


We spend all day at the beach. I’m thankful Carrie doesn’t mention our senior year or going off to college. She always knows the right thing to say or not to say.


When the day is over, we pack everything up, and I help Carrie carry it to her car.


I didn’t want the day to end.


“Want to go see that new James Bond movie on Friday night with me?” Carrie asks.


“Yes, I can pick you up,” I tell her.


I know Carrie is very independent, but Mom always wants me to be a gentleman.


She stops to look at me, brushing the strands of her auburn hair that fell out of her ponytail away from her eyes. I really look at her; she is so beautiful. I feel like the luckiest guy in the world. I want her to know she makes me feel that way, but I let my nerves stop me.


“Bye, Josh, see you Friday,” she whispers after I kiss her. She starts walking back to her car.


“Carrie.” Hearing my voice, she turns around. “Thank you for a wonderful day.”


“You’re so welcome,” she says with a smile.


I want every day to be like today.




 


CHAPTER TWO


Hiding Feelings


Maria


Another summer is over, and the kids will start a new school year. It’s Josh’s senior year.


Josh has been very reserved and kept to himself lately. He has not seen his friends or Carrie all summer. He didn’t even come down for dinner tonight. His dad, Aaron, and I have always encouraged our children to talk to us about anything. Since we divorced two years ago, Josh has come to us less and less.


Josh is my second son. He is friends with everyone, and he’s always been very happy. Curt, my oldest son, is the shy, reserved, and sometimes moody one. Audra has always been confident and strong; she has to be, with three brothers. My youngest son, AJ, is so funny and full of energy. While they are all different in wonderful ways, Josh’s demeanor seems particularly unusual these days.


I created my first list for his senior year: select best senior pictures, order cap and gown, remind Josh of college application deadlines, and submit form for financial aid. This is the first time I’m doing all of the senior stuff on my own, as Aaron helped with Curt’s senior year. Of course, as their dad, he still helps with some of the school things. However, the majority of it falls on me.


I decide that I’ll do more of this later. Since I have a day off, I really want to enjoy this beautiful summer afternoon. I head upstairs in search of my pannier, sunscreen, and towel. I put on my favorite red bikini and black cover-up. Grabbing my flip-flops and beach chair, I get in my black SUV and head to the beach.


I’m so happy to have my favorite stretch of beach all to myself. Seeing the sun shining on the bright blue ocean brings back so many wonderful memories of my childhood with my brother and parents on the beach in Ocean City, Maryland.


Sitting on the beach, I suddenly remember the summer before my senior year. My parents had just signed the final papers for their divorce. I spent most of the summer working and with my friends, so I didn’t have to be in my childhood home that my dad no longer lived in. It still makes me sad to think about my parents’ divorce.


I have mastered the art of keeping myself busy as a way of avoiding my feelings. After my parents split, I chose a college farther away from the small, single-stoplight town that I grew up in. I attended Loyola University in Baltimore, Maryland. Smiling, I recall my roommates, who are still my great friends. I want my children to have wonderful college experiences and great friends for life too. Now that Aaron and I are separated, I realize that our children are likely to be sad too.


I want our children to have better ways to express their feelings than the ways I have adopted.


My mind has been all over the place, thinking about my past a lot the last three days. I notice a ghost crab coming out of a hole in the sand to explore the beach.


Closing my eyes, I feel the sun on my face. I do love the beach. I feel at peace here.
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Oh no—it’s 7:00 a.m. I need to hurry, or I’ll be late for work. As my feet hit the floor, I recall that I have a three-day weekend, and it’s only Saturday.


Climbing back into bed, I pull the covers over my head to block the sun peeping through the bedroom windows. Blackout shades would have been a great investment, but money is tight following the divorce.


Ugh, I can’t go back to sleep.


My king-sized sleigh bed is very comfortable, so I decide to just lie here. The fan above is whirring around and around, just like the thoughts in my head.


I’m really worried about Josh.


I say a quick prayer. “God, I really don’t know how to help Josh. He doesn’t seem to be himself these days. Please help him.”


I can’t shake the feeling that something is very wrong. Tears fill my eyes at the thought that something is hurting my son.


I know the divorce has been tough on all my kids. I did not want them to experience the same pain that I did with my parents’ divorce.


I will talk to Josh today.


I pull my long, dark hair into a ponytail. Putting on my yoga pants and my favorite hot-pink top, I start a yoga YouTube video to move my body and clear my mind.


Drying off after my post-workout shower, I smile.


“You still got it, even as a single mom of four,” I tell my reflection.


I smell the coffee beckoning me downstairs.


As I’m enjoying my first sip of my favorite French coffee, I decide that I’m going to make Josh’s favorite meal for dinner. It will just be him and me tonight. Curt is in Europe, traveling with his high school friends, Audra is visiting friends in the North Carolina mountains, and AJ is with his dad for the weekend. This will give Josh and me some quality time to catch up over dinner when he gets back from his beach day with Carrie.


Pulling out my old cookbook, I start looking for Grandma’s lasagna recipe. I will make homemade sauce for him too. The memory of Josh with sauce all over his little face as a baby brings tears to my eyes. I love to cook for my kids.


Josh will be graduating soon, and he will be out on his own. I know he’s a young man, but I still see him as my little boy. I will make the most of this year with him.


I relax on the back porch with a glass of fresh-brewed, unsweetened iced tea. I cannot drink the syrupy, sweet tea that Southerners love. I check on my sauce throughout the afternoon between chapters of the latest book I’m reading.


I finish layering the lasagna noodles, ricotta cheese mixture, and sauce in the pan. As I put the pan in the oven, Josh walks in the front door. He looks wonderful. The sun-kissed color of his skin and the smile on his face are both radiant.


“How was your day?” I ask, knowing the answer already.


“It was fantastic!” he exclaims. “It smells great in here. I’m going to shower, and then I will be down to eat.”


I let out a sigh; I had been holding my breath. I feel relieved, seeing Josh so happy.


I return to the back porch while the lasagna bakes in the oven. As I pick up my book again, the phone rings.


“Oh, hi, Janet. So great to hear from you.”


“Maria, how is Josh?” Janet asks. “The boys have not seen much of each other lately. Can we all get together?”


“I believe he’s doing well. He spent the day at the beach with Carrie. He looked so happy coming home just now. I agree that he and Alec have spent less time together; I will encourage Josh to hang out more. I would love to have you both to dinner soon. Talk to you later.”


Janet’s like a sister to me, and our boys are like brothers. She would do anything for Josh, and I would do anything for Alec. So naturally, Janet has been a little worried about Josh lately. Maybe a dinner would be a good opportunity for them to talk to Josh too. I head back inside and turn off the oven.


“Dinner’s ready,” I announce, thrilled about the meal I have made for my son. It’s nice to be having dinner with just him.


“Wow, Mom, this is delicious!” Josh exclaims after taking his first bite.


“Thank you. I wanted to make your favorite.”


Josh grins with a huge mouthful and sauce on his chin. I smile back, seeing my little boy.


“Josh, have you been feeling OK lately?” I ask him.


He is quiet for a minute. “Yeah,” he finally answers.


“I’m happy you went to the beach today with Carrie.”


“I had a great day with her,” he replies, beaming.


Josh helps me clean up the dishes. I want to ask him more, but I sense he’s not ready to tell me how he’s feeling.


“I’m going to chill in my room,” he tells me when we’re finished.


“OK, thank you for helping me clean up.”


I relax a little, but I still can’t shake the feeling that something is troubling my son. And as his mom, I feel so inadequate because I don’t know how to help him.




 


CHAPTER THREE


Prayer for Help


Help me if you can, I’m feeling down


And I do appreciate you being ’round


Help me get my feet back on the ground


Won’t you please, please help me


—“Help!” The Beatles


Josh


I can’t believe it’s the first day of my senior year. I have walked these same halls for three years and know all of the teachers. I will be the top goalie on the varsity men’s soccer team this year, and I’m dating the sweetest (and hottest) girl in school.


So why do I feel different this year?


Mom says it’s because it’s my last year. I notice that Mom has been asking me how I’ve been lately, to which I always respond, “Good.” Again, that’s not the truth.


I’m sad most of the time. I try to remember a happy memory of my freshman year. Nothing comes to mind. Just my sad thoughts.


There’s the bell.


“How was your summer?” and high fives all around overrule Mr. Adam’s attempts to get the class’s attention. Carrie waves to me from the other side of the room. I still feel butterflies every time she’s around. I know I love her, but I haven’t told her how I’ve been feeling lately. I don’t think she would like me anymore. She and my friends may think something is wrong with me, so I just keep how I’m feeling to myself.


We sit together at lunch, and she talks nonstop about our senior year. I’m half listening.


“Hey, Josh,” Carrie asks playfully, “are you dreaming about the tropical island you are taking me to for spring break?”


“Ah, oh yeah, guess I was off somewhere,” I say sheepishly, smiling at her.


“Well, you can make it up to me with a kiss.” She leans over the table to meet me halfway. I get up, leaning toward her, and give her a quick kiss. She always knows how to make me feel better.


“See you later,” she sings.


“Bye,” I respond with a wink.


I realize I don’t even like school anymore. I’ve never been a huge fan, but now I just want the year to be over.


It’s tiring pretending that everything is OK. I pause at the classroom door and breathe.


After English class, my teacher Ms. Jenkins calls to me as I reach the door.


“Josh, everything OK?”


“Yes,” I offer with a shrug.


She’s always been very intuitive. Can she sense that I am feeling bad? Maybe I need to ask for help if it’s this noticeable. But who’s the best person to ask? It should be my parents. Maybe Carrie.


After a seemingly never-ending first day, I walk by myself to my car and get into my beat-up, hand-me-down midnight blue Volvo. Blasting the car stereo I put in last Christmas, I head home. A million thoughts still race through my head, drowning out the music.


Will I ever feel better? Will I ever be my old happy self again? Will Carrie still like me if she knows the truth about how I’m feeling?


I turn up the radio, but I can’t escape my sad thoughts.


I start to cry, and I can’t stop.


Sitting in the driveway, I don’t even hear the lyrics of the songs playing in the background. After a few minutes, I use my shirtsleeve to wipe away years of tears.


God, I know I have not talked to you much, but I need you to help me. Something feels broken inside, and I don’t know how to fix it. I’m so tired, and my body hurts every day. I’m so sad all the time. Why am I feeling this way? Mom prays to you all the time. She said you have helped her through many things. Please help me to feel like myself again.




 


CHAPTER FOUR


A Mother’s Memory


Maria


Sitting watching Josh’s game, I feel sadness knowing this is his last year to play soccer in high school. Josh walks out onto the field. I feel so proud and grateful for my bright, kind, wonderful, and talented son. I watch him kick a few balls and then block several practice shots kicked by Alec on goal.


I feel tears well up in my eyes. Get it together, Maria—is this just my worry that every time Josh goes onto the soccer field he may get hurt, or is it my wondering about how he is feeling now?


Janet is walking toward me, and I motion to her to sit next to me.


“Hi, great to see you!” I tell her.


“You too,” she replies. “Looks like I just made it.”


Just then, the referees walk onto the field, and the players take their positions.


Josh blocks several goals. With his goal kick, he sends the ball soaring right to Alec. Alec maneuvers the soccer ball past several players and is in position to score. He kicks the ball and an opposing player tackles him and he falls.


“Oh, Alec!” Janet gasps.


The coaches run on to the field.
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Just then, I see Josh lying on the field when he was twelve …


“Oh, Josh!” I scream. He has been hit by another player in the goalie box.


I run out to the field. Josh has been unconscious for several minutes now. All three coaches are on the field, and EMS is on its way. I’m holding back my tears; I want to be strong for my son when he wakes up. But he isn’t waking up!


God, please help Josh wake up. Please let him be OK.


The EMS team works quickly. They check Josh’s vitals and put on a neck brace. They carefully lift him and put him on the backboard. Carrying him on the backboard, they put him into the ambulance. I continue to cry as I walk toward the ambulance. They’re not allowing either Aaron or me to ride to the hospital with Josh. Aaron runs to get our car so we can follow. When we get to the hospital, he drops me off at the front door. I race inside, and the front desk clerk allows me back into the emergency room area. They have transferred Josh to a hospital bed. As I walk into the room, he opens his eyes.


“Oh, Josh!” I exclaim.


“Hi, Mom, where am I?” Josh asks.


The doctor entering the room answers for me. “Hi, Josh, I’m Dr. Jones. You’re at Greenville Medical Hospital. You were hit pretty hard by another player and were unconscious until you woke up just now.”


“Wow, my head really does hurt.” Josh exhales as he touches his head.


“We will give you something for the pain, and we will be running some tests,” the doctor tells us, and then exits the room.


A nurse comes in to give Josh pain medicine to make him comfortable. Aaron walks in the room, and I explain to him that the doctor met with Josh and will be running some tests. The nurse comes back about a half an hour later to take Josh to get an MRI. Josh seems unaffected by that news, but my motherly instinct kicks in. I go over to the side of the bed to hold his hand.


“Josh, this is just a routine test so they can rule out any serious effects of the concussion,” I explain.


“Mom, I’ll be fine,” Josh reassures me. The nurse wheels him out of the room.


But I’ve already done some research while waiting, and I’m less than sure. One CBS News article states that scientists already know that a concussion somehow throws crucial brain chemical reactions out of whack. However, they are not certain how long this lasts or if this imbalance could cause a chain reaction that leads to later problems, such as depression. The most obvious symptom of a concussion is a loss of consciousness that lasts from a few seconds to a half hour or more, but this doesn’t always occur. Other symptoms include confusion; a persistent headache; cognitive problems; fatigue; and changes in mood, vision, or hearing. Also particularly crucial is short-term memory loss, and the longer the period of amnesia, the worse the concussion.


One thing I know is that we will be taking this very seriously. Both Josh’s dad and I agree that he won’t be going back to practice or playing games anytime soon.


Just then, the doctor is back with the results of the MRI.


“Looking at the scan, I do not see any permanent damage. However, as a precaution, no physical activity for two weeks.” The doctor looks over at us. “If he has a loss of consciousness, persistent dizziness, or migraines, please head to your local hospital. Do you have any questions?”


“Not at this time. Thank you, Doctor,” Aaron responds.


I have more questions, but I don’t want to upset Josh. I will reach out to the doctor later.


We drive the three hours home, after a very long day at the hospital.


The coach calls that night to check on Josh.


“Hi, Coach. We kept Josh awake the whole ride and for another hour after we got home. He just went to bed. Thank you. We really appreciate you checking in on him.”


As soon as I hang up the phone, I head upstairs to check on my son.


He is sound asleep.


I watch him for several minutes to make sure that he’s OK. It’s the first time I have really felt afraid for one of my children. I head downstairs to have a glass of red wine and try to relax with a movie. Our sweet Jack Russell terrier, Buddy, keeps me company.


I must have fallen asleep because the movie is over, and it’s two o’clock in the morning. Turning off the television, I head upstairs to check on Josh again before going to bed. He’s snoring loudly; I smile. I quickly brush my teeth, put on my pajamas, and crawl into bed.


“Thank you, God, for protecting our son,” I whisper.
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I realize that seeing Alec get hit brought back the memory of when Josh was knocked unconscious.


I feel the fear I felt then engulf me. I know it’s the same fear that I feel now, thinking about Josh and how he’s struggling with his sadness.


I see Janet out on the field next to Alec. Josh is near Alec too.


Alec sits up, and the coaches and Josh help him to his feet. Both teams start clapping in unison to acknowledge that Alec is OK.


God, thank you that Alec isn’t hurt. And thank you for the memory of when you were with Josh. Please be with him now, just as you were then.




 


CHAPTER FIVE


Illusion of Happiness


Maria


I put on my witch’s hat and black dress. I always like to get into the Halloween spirit. Lighting my new cinnamon candles, I enjoy the smell of fall filling my house. Hocus Pocus, the movie, is playing in the background.


AJ is already dressed as a skeleton. “Mom, I need an old pillowcase so I can go trick-or-treating with my friends,” he announces, excited as a little kid.


“In the upstairs hall closet on the top-left shelf—take one of the older green ones,” I reply. He happily runs upstairs in search of his candy catcher.


Audra went over to her best friend’s house to help hand out candy there. Josh wants to be Frankenstein, and his dad is helping him with his makeup. He promised he would stop by to show me before going to a friend’s party.


I’m opening the bags of candy to throw in a bowl for the trick-or-treaters when Josh comes barreling through the front door.


“Mom!” he yells.


“I’m in the kitchen, Josh.”


“What do you think?” he asks, smiling just a bit so as to not mess up his face.


“You look fantastic!” I respond enthusiastically. He really does look great.


“I’ll be right back down,” he says as he runs up the stairs to his room.


Just then, the doorbell rings with the first trick-or-treaters. I pick up Buddy so he won’t bark at our visitors.


“Trick or treat,” say Woody and Buzz Lightyear in unison.


Josh is ready to go as I close the front door.


“Be home by 11:30 tonight,” I say hopefully.


“Midnight, Mom,” Josh counters.


“OK, have fun.”


I want him home by midnight at the latest. I know he’s a good kid, and while I’ve had the conversation about “don’t do drugs, and don’t drink and drive” with him several times, I just want to know he is safe. Josh leaves, and trick-or-treaters continue ringing the doorbell all night. My favorite is the kid who created his own robot costume out of cardboard boxes and dryer tubes all painted silver.


AJ comes home with a pillowcase full of candy that he dumps on the living room floor like he always does. He starts sorting the candy into piles by kind: Snickers, Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, Hershey’s chocolate with almonds and without, Skittles, etc.


“Wow, look at all your candy!”


“You can have the Hershey’s with almonds, Mom,” he responds.


“Thank you, my favorite.” I smile, acknowledging my youngest son’s big heart.


[image: imgbird.jpg]


I must have fallen asleep on the couch because Josh stumbling through the front door wakes me up. He’s back before midnight, but he isn’t himself.


“Hey, Mom,” he manages to say, slurring his words. I can tell that Josh isn’t drunk, but he has taken something.


“How was the party?” I question him.


“Fun ... going ... bed,” he stammers as he trips up the stairs.


What do I do now? I call his dad. No answer. I head upstairs.


After brushing my teeth, I get in bed and just stare at the ceiling.


I know I will have to confront Josh in the morning, but I also know getting upset with him now will make matters worse.


“How do I get my point across to him?” I ask no one. Tears well up quickly.


It seems I’m crying a lot lately. I feel so unequipped to be a single mom of teenagers.


It encourages me knowing that Josh has happy moments, such as when he left for the party. I don’t want to take that away from him by bringing up a tough conversation, but he needs to know the negative impact of doing drugs.


Fear creeps in, and I breathe in and out to dispel my anxiety.


I close my eyes and pray for sleep.




 


CHAPTER SIX


The Weight of Depression


There is a road, no simple highway ...


That path is for your steps alone ...


But if you fall, you fall alone ...


If I knew the way I would take you home.


—“Ripple,” Grateful Dead


Josh


Lying in bed, I really don’t want to get up. I keep having the same thoughts running through my mind.


How can anyone understand that I feel this way all the time now? I feel so sad, beyond any sadness that I’ve ever felt before. It feels like my heart has given up. And my whole body feels tired.


I sit up, then lie back down, giving into the exhaustion.


I decide to try praying to God again. “God, please take away the pain. It hurts too much!”


I’m not really sure what to believe. Does God even hear me?


The day after Halloween, Mom found seven Xanax pills—which I had taken several of the night before—in my school bag. They’re so easy to get on the internet; I use my Bitcoin to purchase them from the underground drug market. I recently started taking the pills because I don’t know what else to do with this overwhelming depression. The night of the party, I offered some to Alec and our buddies Zach and Mark, who we are planning to room with at Clemson University in the fall. Zach and Mark each took one, but Alec declined and told me not to take any. I did anyway, because they make me feel better. I have felt alone, and I feel accepted by my peers when I take the pills.
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