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May these stories give you hope and understanding that you are not alone. May
they provide guidance you seek, help you avoid decisions you may regret, and

provide direction in the abyss led by the mothers who have walked this painful
journey.

You can't change what you don't know.





Dedication

FOREVER 22

Dedicated in loving memory of
MADISON VICTORIA CROSS eldest
daughter of  BOBBIE ZIEMER and
mother of  KINSLEY RANEE.

Madison committed to fighting
for her life by agreeing to a long-
term (one year) rehabilitation
program after her family joined in
together with an intervention.  She
flew from her home in Ohio and
voluntarily admitted herself  into a
medical detox center in Sun City
West, Arizona on October 7, 2017.  

Three days after her admission, Madison collapsed and died. 
Her cause of  death was “septic pneumonia.” There is an active
lawsuit preventing Madison’s story from being shared within this
book.





Foreword

We never think that OUR CHILD will be labeled an “addict.”
From the moment of  their birth we taught them love, compassion,
sharing, hope, manners, patience, and so many more qualities to live
by only wanting them to flourish as an even better version of
ourselves. When we learn that our child has been using drugs, our
minds seem to immediately flash back to our own youth when we
drank or maybe even smoked marijuana. Unfortunately, these expe‐
riences do not compare to the reality of  what’s ahead.

This book is filled with over 160 real-life stories from grieving
mothers through their initial discovery of  their child’s drug use, to
the devastating end of  their journey. They have shared what they
learned, the emotional ups and downs, “enabling,” “ tough love,”
and “unconditional love,” the affect within themselves and
their family, as well as what they wished they would have known or
even done differently. Now it is our combined effort to help educate
others.

In the following volumes of  the book, we will include stories
from around the globe from

those who have suffered loss. We’re very optimistic that this first
volume will set the stage to spread awareness of  the disease of  drug
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addiction and the devastation of  the precious lives lost that are Not
In Vain.

We believe that these real-life stories will not only further aware‐
ness, but also may in some way help provide comfort and navigation
so that those struggling know they are not alone.

By sharing these stories, others will see many of  the same strug‐
gles and situations mamas have lived as well as resources we have
found along the way. Here is our opportunity to share the painful
experiences mamas have endured to help and guide those on the
same journey.

This book sadly cannot bring our child or children back who
were tragically lost due to the drug pandemic; nothing can. But
perhaps these stories from real mamas that have survived loss can
help you understand and guide you through the most challenging
situation that anyone could possibly have even considered: Your
child lost related to the drug pandemic. There are over 200+ lives
lost a day to drugs! Whether it be “prescription drugs:” Oxycontin,
Percocet, hydrocodone, Xanax, fentanyl, or “street drugs:” heroin,
crack, cocaine, meth, synthetic fentanyl…never did we think or
consider the possibility that our child would ever be exposed to any
of  them. Why? Desperation, fear, ignorance, lack of  experience,
social support, societal stigma? All of  this leaving us confused and
following whatever advice we can get with no way of  knowing
where or what resources could help with what happened to your
child and that your family has forever changed because of it.

I’ve been inspired to share the stories of  these grieving mamas
who started out just like many others; however, have had a child or
children that lost this battle. My hope is that these honest stories
help educate, forewarn, and hopefully even save lives in knowing
what we didn’t know…In sharing the biggest heartbreak of  our
lives…In showing that if  you are struggling, you are not alone and
we are here not by choice, but we now try to save others from ever
joining this “life sentence” of  grieving mamas.

Nobody wants to talk about it when it’s happening to them. Or
how families are completely lost when fighting this disease. My hope
is that this book will open eyes and doors in creating awareness as
well as resources and support to help your children and your family.
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From an idea, inspiration, rough drafts, editing, combined hard
work and dedication, and finally, publication, this book intends to
help these families who have suffered the loss of  their child, as well
as those close to friends, families or coworkers who are currently
struggling with drug addiction.

This book will not provide you with “professional” guidance,
however you will be able to see a small view into this painful journey
that these grieving mothers of  this pandemic now carry as a life
sentence.

In conclusion, this book is devoted to all the precious children
we have lost and to the mamas who are struggling to survive this
devastating loss; to the families still fighting for the life of  their chil‐
dren. May these stories give you hope, insight,
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Preface

From the day you were conceived, my life immediately changed. My
body was no longer just my body. Everything I ate or drank was for
your growth and health. Any and all plans I had were redirected to
now caring for the little person growing inside of  me. Visits to the
OBGYN. Having my first ultrasound and seeing your beautiful little
life grow inside me. My love, my life.

  As you continued to grow in my womb, I took my daily
prenatal vitamins, ate nutritious foods, paid attention to my activi‐
ties, signed up to receive notifications showing your development
including baby samples, and of  course studied popular baby books
like it was my job.

  Then the day came when you entered into the world. There
was nothing that sounded nearly as sweet as the sound of  your first
cry. The nurse laid you on my chest and I felt immediate uncondi‐
tional love and an overwhelming need to protect you swearing that I
would never allow anything to hurt you, ever. I remember I couldn't
stop holding you and staring at you in awe. I've never loved anything
or anyone so fully or with so much passion in my entire life.

  Then the day came to bring you home. I was so nervous and
wanted to make sure I was doing everything right. The hospital sent
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me home with paperwork and a pager that included how to bathe
you as a newborn. I organized wash clothes, baby wash, lotion,
diapers, baby wipes and even the softest cloth to keep your umbilical
cord clean and dry in order to heal. 

  Then before I knew it, you were a toddler! Your first steps,
teething, potty training and so on. As you grew, my job as your
mama also grew. I had to keep your surroundings safe and make
sure you didn't do anything that could harm you and kept you away
from danger as much as possible. I knew you needed socialization
with other children, so I enrolled you in preschool with a heavy
heart. Then came the words uh oh, up, down, bottle, and so many
more words followed as you grew.

  Then, year five, six, seven and so on. It was my job to protect
you, as well as inspire you to become your own person by finding
inspiring things for you to do and things that sparked your inter‐
est. Sports, hobbies, appropriate clothing, music, homework, educa‐
tional activities, movies, doctor and dentist appointments, parent-
teacher conferences, sleepovers, birthday parties, prom, graduation,
college and beyond. As you grew, I even took time off  work to care
for you when you were sick and let you snuggle with me. You helped
me make desserts for your classmates, holidays, or just for fun.
There was nothing more important in my life than you and
providing you the best life I could possibly make for you.

  As a mama, I also needed to be a role model in showing and
teaching you right from wrong, love, patience, guidance, forgiveness,
fairness, friendships, relationships, honesty, appreciation, and being
genuinely you for whoever you would become in this world. Most of
all it was my job to always protect you, guide you, hold you, hug you
and wipe away your tears when you were hurt. I couldn't be any
prouder of  the person you grew to be.

  Your teenage years were the biggest challenge I've ever taken
on in my life. You pulled away in efforts to do all that I had taught
you in making your own decisions as you were growing into an
adult. But as your mama, it was still my job to protect and guide you
which I would continue to do as the years passed.

This is what we do as mamas. My heart goes out to all of  you
who gave it your all. And my love goes with you for all that you
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lost. We will forever say their name. They mattered and their death
was not in vain. We promise that through the stories of  these
mamas, and the love and guidance through this Not In Vain,
(volume 1) book, that we will help you keep the memories of  your
child’s life alive forever.
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Drug Addiction IS a Disease

Many people don't understand why or how other people become
addicted to drugs. They may mistakenly think that those who use
drugs lack moral principles or willpower and that they could stop
their drug use simply by choosing to. In reality, drug addiction is a
complex disease, and quitting usually takes more than good inten‐
tions or a strong will. Drugs change the brain in ways that make
quitting hard, even for those who want to. 

Addiction is a chronic disease characterized by drug seeking and
use that is compulsive, or difficult to control, despite harmful conse‐
quences. The initial decision to take drugs is voluntary for most
people, but repeated drug use can lead to brain changes that chal‐
lenge an addicted person's self-control and interfere with their
ability to resist intense urges to take drugs. Over time, the brain
adjusts to the excess dopamine, which reduces the high that the
person feels compared to the high they felt when first taking the
drug” an effect known as tolerance. They might take more of  the
drug, trying to achieve the same dopamine high. These brain
changes can be persistent, which is why drug addiction is considered
a "relapsing" disease”people in recovery from drug use disorders are
at increased risk for returning to drug use even after years of  not
taking the drug.
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It's common for a person to relapse, but relapse doesn't mean
that treatment doesn't work. As with other chronic health condi‐
tions, treatment should be ongoing and should be adjusted based on
how the patient responds. Treatment plans need to be reviewed
often and modified to fit the patient's changing needs.

What happens to the brain when a person takes drugs?
Most drugs affect the brain's "reward circuit," causing euphoria

as well as flooding it with the chemical messenger dopamine. A
properly functioning reward system motivates a person to repeat
behaviors needed to thrive, such as eating and spending time with
loved ones. Surges of  dopamine in the reward circuit cause the rein‐
forcement of  pleasurable but unhealthy behaviors like taking drugs,
leading people to repeat the behavior again and again.

As a person continues to use drugs, the brain adapts by reducing
the ability of  cells in the reward circuit to respond to it. This reduces
the high that the person feels compared to the high they felt when
first taking the drug”an effect known as tolerance. They might take
more of  the drug to try and achieve the same high. These brain
adaptations often lead to the person becoming less and less able to
derive pleasure from other things they once enjoyed, like food, sex,
or social activities.

Long-term use also causes changes in other brain chemical
systems and circuits as well, affecting functions that include:

learning
judgment
decision-making
stress
memory
behavior

Despite being aware of  these harmful outcomes, many people
who use drugs continue to take them, which is the nature of
addiction.

Why do some people become addicted to drugs while others don't?
No one factor can predict if  a person will become addicted to

drugs. A combination of  factors influences risk for addiction. The
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more risk factors a person has, the greater the chance that taking
drugs can lead to addiction. For example:

Biology. The genes that people are born with account for
about half  of  a person's risk for addiction. Gender,
ethnicity, and the presence of  other mental disorders
may also influence risk for drug use and addiction.
Environment. A person's environment includes many
different influences, from family and friends to economic
status and general quality of  life. Factors such as peer
pressure, physical and sexual abuse, early exposure to
drugs, stress, and parental guidance can greatly affect a
person's likelihood of  drug use and addiction.
Development. Genetic and environmental factors interact
with critical developmental stages in a person's life to
affect addiction risk. Although taking drugs at any age
can lead to addiction, the earlier that drug use begins,
the more likely it will progress to addiction. This is
particularly problematic for teens. Because areas in their
brains that control decision-making, judgment, and self-
control are still developing, teens may be especially prone
to risky behaviors, including trying drugs.

Can drug addiction be cured or prevented?
As with most other chronic diseases, such as diabetes, asthma, or

heart disease, treatment for drug addiction generally isn't a cure.
However, addiction is treatable and can be successfully managed.
People who are recovering from an addiction will be at risk for
relapse for years and possibly for their whole lives. Combining
addiction treatment medicines with behavioral therapy ensures the
best chance of  success for most patients. Treatment approaches
tailored to each patient's drug use patterns and any co-occurring
medical, mental, and social problems can lead to continued
recovery.

Drug use and addiction are preventable. Prevention programs
involving families, schools, communities, and the media are effective
for preventing or reducing drug use and addiction. Although
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personal events and cultural factors affect drug use trends, when
young people view drug use as harmful, they tend to decrease their
drug taking. Therefore, education and outreach are key in helping
people understand the possible risks of  drug use. Teachers, parents,
resources, and health care providers have crucial roles in educating
young people and preventing drug use and addiction.

Points to Remember

Drug addiction is a chronic disease characterized by
drug seeking and use that is compulsive, or difficult to
control, despite harmful consequences.
Brain changes that occur over time with drug use
challenge an addicted person's self-control and interfere
with their ability to resist intense urges to take drugs.
This is why drug addiction is also a relapsing disease.
Relapse is the return to drug use after an attempt to stop.
Relapse indicates the need for more or different
treatment.
Most drugs affect the brain's reward circuit by flooding it
with the chemical messenger dopamine. Surges of
dopamine in the reward circuit cause the reinforcement
of  pleasurable but unhealthy activities, leading people to
repeat the behavior again and again.
Over time, the brain adjusts to the excess dopamine,
which reduces the high that the person feels compared to
the high they felt when first taking the drug”an effect
known as tolerance. They might take more of  the drug,
trying to achieve the same dopamine high.
No single factor can predict whether a person will
become addicted to drugs. A combination of  genetic,
environmental, and developmental factors influences risk
for addiction. The more risk factors a person has, the
greater the chance that taking drugs can lead to
addiction.
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Drug addiction is treatable and can be successfully
managed.
Drug use and addiction are preventable. Teachers,
parents, resources, and health care providers have crucial
roles in educating young people and preventing drug use
and addiction.
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Dear Moms

I know you're tired. There are no words for your pain, only tears.
Your child's addiction is tearing you apart. You've tried to do every‐
thing right. You've kissed their face a thousand times. You've
watched them sleep and held their hand when they learned to walk.
You've taught them to look both ways before crossing the street.
You've made sure they wore their helmet and buckled their seat belt.
You've been their No. One cheerleader, and no one in the world will
ever love your child as you do. Once upon a time, you could fix it
all, and now, you can't.

You're lonely and so, so sad. Only you don't tell people this. You
don't want your friends feeling sorry for you or judging your child.
So, you suck it up, put on your brave face, and carry on.

You wonder where you went wrong. You search your mind for
any telltale signs that you might have missed. Looking back, you try
to make sense of  how you got here. Maybe addiction is in your
DNA? Or maybe it was the neighbor's kid, the one who introduced
your child to drugs?

You did your best to protect them. You kept them safe. You
clothed and fed them. You kissed their scraped knees and checked
under their bed for monsters, but you never imagined the monster
lived within your child.
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This monster lies in your child's voice, moves your child's body,
and has taken over your child's mind. You call this monster
addiction.

Your child isn't the only one with a monster. You've changed,
too. You're exhausted and drag yourself  through the days, longing
for bedtime, when you can seek release through sleep. Your mask is
slipping. You're mad at everyone. While friends and family move on
with their lives, you're stuck.

You've tried everything you can think of  to help your child.
You've lied for them and paid their debts. You've been their personal
ATM, housekeeper, counselor, and police officer. But nothing you
do works, and, worse still, your child doesn't appreciate your efforts.

Dear Mom, hold on.
Stop beating yourself  up. You didn't cause this disease, but there

is much you need to learn. First and foremost, please reach out for
help. Do not allow your child's addiction to destroy you. Instead,
learn how to love your child without enabling their illness. You will
need safe people in your life who have walked in your shoes and can
provide you with emotional support. Feelings that remain hidden
become a toxic wasteland of  resentments and self-pity. You won't
help your child by becoming sick, too.

Dear Mom, your child's addiction isn't about you.
Addiction has nothing to do with the love between a mother and

her child. Substance use disorder is a brain disease that leads to
changes in the structure and functioning of  the cerebral cortex. The
first use of  alcohol and drugs is voluntary. However, over time, the
changes in the brain caused by repeated use impairs a person's
impulse control and their ability to make sound decisions.

Dear Mom, one of  the hardest things you will ever do is let go.
Not of  your child, but of  their illness. Let go of  how you

thought things should be and accept what is. Let go of  the urge to
fix, control, and rescue them. Let go of  over-functioning on their
behalf, allowing your child to feel the consequences of  their actions
will encourage them to seek help.

Dear Mom, it's natural to feel a little broken.
Be kind to yourself. Erase the old, negative tapes and insert new,

positive ones. No matter how many times you hear, it's not your
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fault, your mother's heart will not believe it. Guilt is normal; try to
believe anyway.

Dear Mom, addiction is a family illness.
You can't cure your child, and you can't control them, but you

can influence the outcome. Someone has to make the hard choices.
Be open to learning and doing new things. Don't wait for your sick
child to ask for help. Lead the way. Involve professionals. They will
help you navigate the pathway from addiction to recovery.

Dear Mom, don't lose hope.
Across North America, twenty-three million families are living in

recovery and leading beautiful, productive lives. Although it may
seem like the heartache will never end, it can and does for many!
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Say My Name

I am still here. I am here for you when desperation creeps in
between the spaces of  our new realities. I am not gone. Every tear
you shed; I collect it. I gather the rain, and to each drop I give life to
the memories you and I have shared. I step into your dreams when
you least expect it, and if  you look hard enough, you can find me
there.

Say my name.
Remember me in the quiet moments. They will sustain you

when the world intrudes and tries to drown out the sound of  the
conversations that you still have with me when you think no one else
is listening. I am still here.

Mom, my soul is quiet now. It no longer yearns for the things my
physical body needed to survive this particular battle. It took every‐
thing from me, and I know it took everything from you; you will
never realize what that did to my spirit when I passed from that life
into this one.

I know that you feel like you are losing your mind some days,
but when you hear a heartbeat where none should exist, know that it
is mine, keeping time with yours.

Say my name.
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I am still here. I left my mark upon this world, and I am at
peace now.

Love, 
Your Child
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International Overdose Awareness Event

International Overdose Awareness Day is a global event held on
August 31st each year that aims to raise awareness that overdose
death is preventable and to reduce the stigma associated with drug-
related death. It also acknowledges the grief  those deaths cause.
Thousands of  people die each year from drug overdose. They come
from all walks of  life.

The silver badge, purple wristband and purple lanyard are
symbols of  awareness of  overdose and its effects. Wearing these
during the month of  August signifies the loss of  someone cherished
or demonstrates support to those undergoing grief. It sends out a
message that every person’s life is valuable and that stigmatizing
people who use drugs needs to stop.

11



Joseph

FOREVER 19

Every addict was once a little child,
and quite the child Joseph Abraham
was. He made an impressive
entrance into this world, almost
being born in the parking lot of  the
hospital. He was barely able to hold
on for my doctor to get there; no
epidural for me of  course! He made
himself  heard as his little voice
screeched over everyone in that
birthing room! Welcome to the
world Joe. Little did I know, his

demeanor was established well before I held him in my arms for the
first time; he proceeded to live his life just as he had come into this
world, fast and furiously.

Joe was a funny kid. As a little boy he loved superheroes and he
frequently dressed as Robin  or Spiderman  or a Power Ranger, espe‐
cially around Halloween, when he would take on the persona of
each character. When asked his name, he simply replied with that
superheroes name without hesitation, leaving the questioning party
with a flabbergasted grin. Halloween was his absolute most favorite
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holiday right behind Christmas. One Christmas, Joseph insisted that
he was going to go visit the Grinch up at the North Pole. He was
adamant about going and even had packed his bag while wearing
his gloves and hat and big coat. When Joe got something in his
mind, there was no stopping him. He was stubborn and insistent,
with a heart of  gold.

Joe adored his big brother Matthew from the get go. Matthew,
three-and-a-half  years older, was the best brother around. Matthew
never got impatient with his little brother and he was always Joe's
biggest cheerleader. They always got along and never fought. They
were each other's best friends. Life seemed just perfect through pre-
K and elementary school and even into middle school. Matthew
and Joe were thriving in their environments. They both excelled in
school, participated in soccer and baseball, played the piano and
had lots of  friends, including one another. 

I remember thinking how fortunate I was to be able to raise my
boys in an upper middle-class neighborhood with good schools. As a
teacher, I was able to take my boys to school with me for several of
their elementary years. We were together a lot of  the time. My
husband worked retail and then owned a small business, so between
the two of  us, our boys were always taken care of. Our family and
our life were good. We wanted for nothing. Reflecting back now, I
had no idea what was ahead of  us. I never imagined our lives would
be thrown into such turmoil and my husband and I were ill-
prepared for what was about to happen.

Joe began playing baseball as a young boy, and really began
excelling at the sport in middle school. Although he was an incred‐
ibly talented athlete, he was very self-conscious about his weight.
Around the age of  eleven, he already weighed 150 pounds. Joseph
was smart, athletic, handsome and had a steady stream of  girl‐
friends; one in particular stole his heart. Joe appeared to have it all
and seemed comfortable in his own skin. But suddenly things began
to change. One of  his best friends developed brain cancer and
passed away within the year and then another classmate drowned in
Lake Lanier. He lost faith in God and began cutting himself  to alle‐
viate the pain he was feeling. I remember the day I came home from
work and he was sitting at his desk sobbing, his head in his hands,
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wondering why everyone was dying. I truly believe this was a
turning point for Joe; the trauma of  these losses on his sensitive
heart became more than he could handle. In his own words:

“I am Joseph Abraham. I go by Joe, Big Joe, Abe, Big Abe etc.
My life consists of  baseball, family, God, school, fishing, and my
social life. I have been playing baseball since I was seven, that
surprisingly isn't that long, but last year I played on the Mountain
View Bears eighth grade team, and we ended up ranking seventh in
the state. In addition, I played with the varsity summer ball this
summer. It is my passion. I'm a Christian, who enjoys the outdoors,
from fishing to white water rafting. Lastly, my social life, our ninth
grade class, is probably the class with unbreakable friendships. We
all grew up fairly close, went to the same elementary school and
have lost some extremely close friends, two in four months to be
exact. Ansley from brain cancer and Carlos from a drowning in
Lake Lanier. This is a big part of  my life because there isn't a day I
wake up wishing they experienced what I do. There is a pink and
grey ribbon on my book bag to honor Ansley.” 

The summer before he entered high school, we caught Joe and
his friend drinking beer. After speaking with him and his friend
about it, we attributed it to normal teenage rebellion. When we later
discovered he was smoking marijuana and was continuing to drink
alcohol, our concern grew. He got into trouble when he and a group
of  his friends had a party and social media got hold of  it. As a
result, his baseball coach put them on probation and his girlfriend
broke up with him. Joe was devastated at this and sunk into depres‐
sion. He found that smoking pot took the pain away. The pain of
the death of  his two friends, the pain of  losing his girlfriend, the
pain from the social media posts. As parents we knew we needed to
act, but we didn't know exactly how. Our first thought was to have
him attend therapy with a private counselor. We felt that this would
be a good step and we thought it was, but his struggles continued.

In retrospect, I know now, that a switch was flipped in Joe's
brain. His tendency toward addictive behavior and his use of
substances indicated this, however as his parents, we wanted to
believe it was just normal adolescent experimentation. So, we
continued with traditional private therapy and we moved forward
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with life as we had always known it: school, baseball, family time.
Trying to keep hold of  what we always knew and not diverting from
the expectations and dreams we had for both of  our boys. But the
snowball effect of  addiction  was going on in the background of  our
lives; it had begun to discreetly rear its ugly head, creeping up on
Joe and ambushing him before anyone realized it.

It's a sneaky disease and everyone who loved Joe or cared about
him was affected. It was a confusing and terrifying time. Joe
continued to play baseball and excelled as a freshman, even playing
on the varsity team. The pressure of  playing and trying to keep up
with the big guys may have contributed to him trying to be cool.
Drugs would alleviate his self-consciousness and one day I came
home and caught him in the family room surrounded by some of
his older teammates. I just froze, not knowing what to do. Thank‐
fully everyone left, but Joe evaded my questions and denied my
suspicions. This was just the beginning. When he was fifteen, he got
his wisdom teeth out and was prescribed oxycodone for the pain. I
think this medication may have furthered his journey down the road
of  addiction and his discovery of  prescription medications and the
use of  other pills to find that feeling he so desperately sought.

The next four years we battled and persevered through many
hurdles and nightmares. Our hearts ached as we desperately
searched for answers and what to do. This part of  the story is so
incredibly painful that I cannot even begin to share what our day-to-
day lives looked like and felt like. Suffice it to say that our family was
barreling down this path, the snowball effect was in full force, and
we were hanging by a thread. The constant barrage of  problems
included car wrecks, police visits to our home, night upon night of
sneaking out of  the house, broken bones, felony charges, fighting,
punching walls, destroying property, things from our home going
missing, quitting high school, running away from home, calls from
jail, and the list goes on. We lived as firefighters, putting out
constant fires, trying to pick up the pieces and rebuild as quickly as
we could before the fires returned.

As Joe's parents, we didn't know what to do. I spent hours upon
hours researching treatment facilities and options. But when your
son is self-medicating over and above his prescription medications, it
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wasn't long before psychiatrists refused to treat him any longer. I
looked into interventions and sought help at local recovery centers.
Each time I ran into obstacles. The biggest hurdle of  them all: how
to get Joe to agree to go. So, we continued with AA meetings and
NA meetings, setting boundaries and putting out the imaginary
fires, in hopes that we could help him to get back on track.

Joe had landed in some legal trouble. His dad and I knew that
the trouble he was in was a result of  drug use, but the charges did
now indicate that. As a result, he had some pending court dates.
Sadly, these dates kept being postponed and postponed. It was frus‐
trating to have this hanging over our heads. However, in the midst
of  these postponements, Joe's life seemed to settle down. He
continued to smoke marijuana, but his goals seemed to come back
into view. He aspired to go out west and work over the summer and
he was interested in attending technical school. He held a steady job
and was earning money. He was so excited to buy the fishing kayak
he had been longing for and was beginning to gain some confidence
and self-esteem. This went on for about nine months and then in
the fall of  2016, his past came knocking. The court summons
arrived. Almost immediately, Joe's stress levels began to rise and an
increase of  drug use was set in motion. I could tell that it was more
than smoking pot. His personality changed; he became angry very
quickly and would sleep for long periods of  time.

On October 12th I came home from work with balloons and a
cookie cake in hand. It was Joe's nineteenth birthday. Part of  me
knew that there would be no need for any fanfare whatsoever, but
the Mama's heart within me wouldn't have felt right not celebrating
his birthday. I walked in the door at four in the afternoon to find Joe
passed out on the family room couch. When he awoke, he was
disoriented. Upon seeing the balloons and cookie cake, he realized
what had happened. In that moment reality hit, because for the first
time in his young nineteen years, he had missed his own birthday.
He was upset and sad. We sat with him and talked to him in a way
that resonated with him at last. He finally heard the pleas we had
been making for almost two years.

Sunday, October 16, 2016, Joe flew to Pennsylvania to be
admitted into a thirty-day treatment facility. He only agreed to go

16



after he had a chance to say goodbye to his friends which meant an
all weekend bender. I'll never forget the extremes we had to go to in
order to get him on that plane. It was like walking in slow motion.
My husband and I just stared at the opening to the gate as he
walked down the ramp to board the plane. We didn't move until we
were certain that he was on that plane. There was no turning back.

As a parent of  a child with substance abuse disorder (SUD), you
always carry hope within your heart. This hope always led me to
believe that there was no hurdle that we could not overcome. For
me, it was not a matter of  if, but when we would get through this
and come out on top with a bright future in sight. Joseph finally
agreeing to treatment and getting the help he needed was a huge
step, one that I felt cautiously optimistic about. I had never been
away from him for longer than a week, nor had he been away from
home for very long, so it was very difficult to see him go. 

We spoke to Joe regularly via phone and he seemed ok-ish.
Some calls he was more optimistic than others. As the thirty days
were coming to an end our anxiety levels began to rise again. What
next? We trusted the folks at the treatment facility and knew that it
was too soon for Joe to come home, but we were caught in a finan‐
cial trap, especially with the insurance limits. The treatment facility
was wonderful though. After realizing that our insurance did not
cover his treatment, they issued Joe a scholarship for his time there. 

The next step is one I will question in my mind for the rest of
my life. The decision was made with all the best intentions from a
family that was trying to do the best thing for their son as he worked
through recovery. We found a sober living home in Asheville, North
Carolina. There is a big recovery community there and we felt good
about having Joe closer to home and in a beautiful environment.
The cost was pricey but we were determined to make it work. In
retrospect, I wish I had known more about the sober living option.
Things started out pretty well, but began to stall out as time passed.
I'll never forget the phone call after Thanksgiving. Joe told us about
some guys from the group that were drinking off  campus. He
assured us he was going to take some leadership in the situation and
we believed him. 

We got the call after New Year's Eve that Joe had been cited for
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underage drinking. He got in a fist fight with another guy in the
house and he got kicked out of  sober living. I'd wished someone had
told me that relapse was part of  the process. Somehow, I wasn't
prepared for that news. Amidst the turmoil and trying to find
another place for Joe to live, he got picked up by the local police for
failure to maintain his lane. Combined with the charges up in North
Carolina, he was in violation of  his probation. We were advised by
his new house manager to let him sit in jail up in North Carolina
where we knew he was somewhat safe and alive. Shortly thereafter,
he was transported back to Georgia and my son proceeded to sit in
jail for the next three months. This time we had no choice. On
Mother's Day, May 14, 2017, I received the best present I could ever
have. My son. I embraced him and hugged him after the longest
period of  time we had ever been apart.

Sadly, relapse came again. I had twelve days with my son. I wish
I had known those would be our last. Would I have spent them
differently? Probably. We had the most amazing conversation after
Joe went on a college visit. We sat outside until nearly eleven p.m.
talking, sitting side-by-side and I told him I loved him and he told
me he loved me too. We woke up the next morning and both
readied for work. I had an extra spring in my step that day. I'll never
forget it. That feeling of  hope had returned, and I believed life was
back on track for all of us.

I would never see my son alive again.
On the morning of  May 26 of  2017, I held Joe in my arms for

the last time. My feisty, sensitive, handsome, intelligent nineteen-
year-old son, my baby.lifeless and cold. I instinctively grabbed a
nearby blanket, trying to warm him and protect him. My body
covering his as I sobbed and pleaded from the core of  my being.
Sounds coming from within me that I never knew could exist. In the
early hours of  May 26th, Joe made a fatal mistake. Purchasing what
he thought was a small amount of  heroin, just enough to get him
through the night. But fentanyl came into play. An instant killer. I
truly believe that Joe never knew what hit him. We learned later that
morning that his close friend and our neighbor also passed away on
that same dreadful morning. Same dealer. Fentanyl.

I never ever thought I would lose my son to this beast. Our lives
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are forever changed. Somehow, I am still standing after three years.
I don't know how. But through Joe's life and death, I have found my
voice. The voice that stayed silent for all those years. Silence is not
the solution. I know that Joe's story has saved so many lives; some I
know about and some I do not. I am so proud of  you son.

Always in my heart.

Joe’s Mom,

KATHI A.
Lawrenceville, GA

19



Branden

FOREVER 25

My beautiful boy Branden was born
on December 24, 1991. Christmas
was always our happy time! Because
I was Branden's mom, he was the
joy of  my life. When he started
kindergarten, his teacher noticed he
was hyper and couldn't pay atten‐
tion. We then found out he had
ADD or Attention Deficit Disorder.
We put him on Ritalin so he could
get through school. This went on
almost all the way to high school. He
could not function without his

prescription; always argumentative, occasionally aggressive, defiant
towards rules and authority. Looking back, I know he also had
ODD or Oppositional Defiant Disorder. He was never diagnosed
with ODD but the signs were there. When Branden started high
school, he began drinking and smoking pot. He started selling mari‐
juana and making cash under the table; when that wasn't enough,
he started selling Oxycontin for forty dollars each.

When he started dealing out of  our house, we had to kick him
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out. He promised to stop but never did. Once, when we got home
from NA, or Narcotics Anonymous, there was a car sitting two
houses down from us with the driver sitting in the car. It seemed
suspicious due to Branden's previous activities so I walked up to the
driver and asked him what he was doing there. He said he was just
sitting there and wouldn't leave. I threatened to call the police. The
driver tried to pull into a neighbor's driveway; I got in my car and
chased them off. My son took a turn for the worse when he got
hooked on Oxy pills; he was selling anything he could plus stealing
from us and anyone he came across. When he owed the drug
dealers money, they would come to our house and bomb our car
with bombs they had made from about a dozen M80's taped
together. My car windows got blown out on three occasions.

When my step-daughter Kelsie was going to get married,
Branden called me the night before, leaving me a voicemail that he
was going to die. I was so beyond wild trying to find him; no one
could. We went to the wedding and pretended all was ok. I made it
through the day when my heart was shattered. I did find him a
couple days later, thank goodness! By then, Branden was so into the
drugs nothing I said made a difference. He asked me to pick up his
truck one day, and I came to find his license was expired and he had
no insurance. When we got home, he tried to grab the keys out of
my hand. I started yelling and my husband came flying around the
passenger door and pulled Branden off  of  me; they fell backwards
and Branden tried choking his stepdad Jeff. He turned sheet white! I
was terrified; I pulled Branden off  and he ran into the house. As I
got Jeff  up, we realized his ankle was broken. I called the police and
drove Jeff  to the hospital. Branden was beyond wild, hallucinating
and aggressive now that he was on heroin. He couldn't afford Oxy's
anymore.

When I let him back home, he was so angry all the time. I found
needles and spoons and foil wraps everywhere! It was insane; when I
asked him to leave, he threw our microwave across the living room.
He was told he would not be allowed in our home again until after
rehab. Branden went to multiple rehabs, jail on many occasions, and
still fought us every step of  the way. He broke our hearts with worry
for him. I love my son with every ounce of  my being so when he
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decided to go this last time in September of  2016, I drove him to
the airport, praying he would make it. He was in detox, rehab, then
sober living in California for five months and I decided to visit him!
Above is the last picture I have of  him, my beautiful Branden.

Branden lost his life on January
17, 2017, when he bought heroin
and used it in the bathroom of  a
grocery store. My heart is shattered;
my son was only twenty-five years
old and had so much to live for. I
found #NotInVain about a year into
my grief  journey and they have been
my hope and my lifeline. I have been
able to help other mamas and give
them love, compassion, and advice.
They are my family now and I love
my sisters in grief. I am also blessed
with a wonderful husband and family.

Hugs and prayers from Branden's Mama,

ALICE A.
Rockford, WA

I want to stand up a hundred feet tall
because grief  will never lead the way.

I'm ready to run, a hundred miles
strong...

I will NEVER be the same.
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Nicholas

FOREVER 35

My story begins on July 24, 2019.
My son Nicholas had come to live
with my husband and myself. It was
good for a while, until that night.
Nicholas had finished one of  the
many programs he needed to get his
drivers license reinstated. We came
home from his program, and we
were about to go out shopping. He
went into his bedroom for no more
than five minutes when I heard him
sniff  in. I instinctively knew it was
his nasal spray Narcan.

As soon as I found out Nicholas was addicted, I wish he had
kept Narcan with him at all times. He came out of  his room and sat
down. Nicholas immediately began to turn blue. We called 911 and
rushed him to the hospital where my son refused any treatment. I
know he felt embarrassed.

Without any medical intervention, we came home and he began
a tiring night feeling sad for what he had done. Later that night, I
went into his room around 10:00
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pm. I kissed Nicholas goodnight and
went to bed. He never woke the next
day. It was truly the worst day of  my
life; July 25, 2019.

Nicholas’s Mom,

BRENDA A.
Windsor, CT
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Cody

FOREVER 26

Cody had a traumatic birth and was
in NICU until he was ten days old.
He turned blue shortly after birth
and was rushed to the NICU and
placed on CPAP for five days and
antibiotics for ten. He was always a
little slower at meeting develop‐
mental milestones. He repeated first
grade twice and at the end of
second grade had a year of  indi‐

vidual special classes. He was being promoted to the third grade but
couldn't read at a first grade level. I then made the decision to home
school. He had also been diagnosed with ADHD and dyslexia. We
chose to not treat the ADHD with medication.

Cody had the hardest time with fine motor skills, so his hand‐
writing was that of  a kindergartner and even as he got older looked
like a first or seconder grader. When we started home schooling, he
only qualified for help with his speech and no other resources
because he wasn't in public school. He wasn't athletic and the sports
he tried were quite obviously not his thing. But he loved swimming
and did well on the swim team.
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I didn't suspect Cody “Free-Hugs” had autism until a few years
ago. I knew he was hyper. I knew he hated change. I knew he was
socially awkward. I knew he was developmentally delayed. But no
one else seemed to think there was anything wrong. Two years ago, I
was a travel nurse for five months in Iowa at the Center for Disabili‐
ties and Development and had the opportunity to share my
concerns with the doctors there. My suspicions were confirmed.

The problem is, how do you tell a young adult who was raised
his entire life like he was everyone else that he has autism? How do
you have that conversation? I chose to not have the conversation.
Last year before Cody came to Utah, he asked me if  he had autism.
When I told him that I thought he did it was like his whole world fell
apart. He came to Utah before the tests were able to be done in
Georgia. This past April, Cody had testing and was diagnosed with
autism spectrum disorder-mild severity, severe depression, severe
anxiety, along with ADHD and dyslexia. The psychologist believed
that Cody's drug use stemmed from his need to self-medicate. It
started with marijuana and progressed to harder drugs to continue
to keep it at bay.

I'd gotten a lot closer to Cody that year. He loved me fiercely
and knew I loved him. But he shared that he'd questioned God for a
long time as to why he had been born. He shared his theory of  how
he came to be. He said as God was putting him together, God went
to the backroom and grabbed a box of  spare parts and put them all
together and that is how he came to be.

The real Cody felt he was broken. He felt no one loved him
beside me. He felt no one would ever know he was gone. He wanted
the pain of  life to go away (but he also said he would never inten‐
tionally take his life). When he was in a group, his anxiety was at its
worse. He usually didn't talk much in a group and was most
comfortable one on one. He started using marijuana because it
made it easier to be with friends. He craved friends but making
friends was very difficult for him.

I'm sharing this to raise awareness for those who hide their pain
and struggles with a front that is very hard to see through. Don't be
afraid to say “I love you” to someone that you love. Let them know
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that they are loved before you lose the opportunity to say it again.
Life is short and we aren't promised tomorrow so hold your loved
ones tight and hug them a little longer.

I loved him so much and as I am grieving the loss of  such an
amazing person, I have been blessed as others share their memories
with me.

Cody had his faults, but I chose to sweep them under the rug
and focus on the good.

He had an amazing work ethic. He took pride in his job and
when he was done cleaning his area, it looked good. I smile as I
remember him talking about closing at his job. He took his time and
deep cleaned the work area because it had been a disaster, and if  he
was closing and putting his name on cleaning an area, it was going
to be clean.

I smile as I remember him telling me about the compliments
about the bathrooms at work never looking cleaner then when he
cleaned them.

He was polite and respectful. He didn't fit the typical profile of
an addict. He didn't have the best vocabulary (my ears would hurt
often, lol), but he did try to not cuss around me. He valued people
and always took time to help others.

He was honest and even when it got him in trouble, he believed
in telling the truth. A couple weeks before he was to leave for Geor‐
gia, we went in to see his probation officer (PO). He was told he had
the right to a probable cause hearing in Utah to answer to the
charges against him. The charges were presented by his PO about
his failure to comply with his probation. His PO had written down
the things Cody admitted to doing. It took a little bit for Cody to
understand that he had the right to a hearing to say whether or not
the charges were true. Cody's response was, “They are true, I told
you those things. Why would I say they aren't true? That would be a
lie. “He ended up waiving his right to the hearing.

The typical drug addict steals to support their habit. Not Cody.
Yes, he was once caught trying to steal duct tape from Walmart.
And a certain cell phone because it was said to interact with fidget
spinners a few years back. But he wasn't one to steal. I recall leaving
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my mom's ring on my dresser back when I lived in Georgia, working
in the float pool and working in the NICU. I came home the next
day to find the ring missing. I went to Cody and told him my mom's
ring was missing. He got up and said he would help me find it. He
followed me about fifteen seconds after I left his room. In my room
he looked under the dresser and handed me my ring. I know my
ring hadn't been under the dresser (I had looked earlier). I believe he
had a change of  heart when he realized how much that ring meant
to me. I never had anything missing from that point on and my
landlord has said that he hadn't either.

He tried to help others feel good about themselves and get
them to smile. I believe because he often felt sad and unloved, he
didn't want others to feel that way. He was always giving out “Free
Hugs.”

My heart is heavy, and a lot is on my mind. I may be blundering
through this through my tears, but I need to write.

Cody and I moved to Utah for a new start. He struggled with
addiction and this was his chance at starting over. It wasn't long
before he sought out the drugs. He had no job and no money. I
asked him later how he got it. He replied that the first purchase was
free. He promised tomorrow to no longer use. He tried but the hold
that addiction had on him was too strong.

He had a plane ticket to leave for Georgia on the day he passed
away. He also got paid the day before. He was partially packed. He
had every intention of  going back. He knew jail awaited him. He
told me on that Friday: “Maybe they can help me while I'm in
there.”

Friday evening, Cody “Free-Hugs” and I went to Joe's Crab
Shack. That was our favorite place to eat here in Utah. There isn't a
Panera Bread here which was always our go-to place, so this was our
new place. We ordered the Arctic Pot for two. The meal was
wonderful, and we had a good evening together. His phone was
down and so was mine. We knew the next day he was going back
without me. On the way home he was laughing and kept rubbing
his belly and saying, “Happy belly.”

He came to my room and got on the bed to talk to me before I
fell asleep. This is common. He loved to get and give hugs and he
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would talk to me as our dogs licked his face. He would get up and
leave once he had enough of  having his face licked.

I believe in my heart that his death was due to an unintentional
overdose. He knew every time he used that it was a possibility, but
the addiction hold was stronger than his desire to not break my
heart. I've thought about his last day on earth and I know he
thought he had many more. He told me a few months back he
wasn't afraid of  dying and actually welcomed it, but he had no plan
to end his life.

Addiction rips families apart. It takes brothers from their sisters,
children from their parents, and parents from their children. It
touches their aunts and uncles and grandparents. Friends and
coworkers are touched too. There is an addiction epidemic in
America.

Cody had a beautiful soul. He had a smile and hug for anyone
that wanted one. He loved to laugh. He was my baby and he knew
he was my favorite son. And then he would laugh and remind me
that he was my only son.

On August 22, he shared a picture on his Facebook profile.
Although he admitted to thoughts of  dying, he was adamant about
not intentionally ending his life.

I'm 47 years old. My mom passed away three years ago. She had
Alzheimer's and I knew she didn't have long to live. Until my mom
passed, I had lived forty-four years without experiencing someone
close to me dying. My grandparents had died several years back but
they lived on the other side of  the States from me, so we were never
close.

Losing Cody “Free-Hugs” was and is so very hard. I'm back in
Utah now and although I don't have family here, I have amazing
friends and my work family and Cody's work family. And I've always
been an online person. My online family is incredible. I say “family” 
because family isn't about blood, it is about love and support and
even not having personally hugged some of  my dearest online
friends, I can feel their love and prayers.

In a world where people say that we are losing real connections
to people because of  social media and that there is so much fake out
there, we all got real.
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Addiction is an ugly epidemic that is taking over our country. I
have never used illegal substances. I drank a little way back twenty
years ago; never really liked it. Now I'm allergic to brewer's yeast so
I definitely won't drink. I don't even smoke. I have never even tried
it. It gave me a headache just from standing near someone smoking.
But I have been addicted to online games on Facebook. I know that
draw can be strong and so hard to break.

Addiction hurts so many. Not just the person addicted but those
who love them. I've thought about the rest of  this story for some
time now. I need to share what I experienced up until the moment
of  finding Cody. I'm letting you know the content is heavy.

Stop reading if  you don't think you can handle it.
I went to bed about ten thirty Friday night on September 6. I

was prepared to take Cody to the airport the next day. I slept ok that
night and woke up around six a.m. I sent Cody a text with his itin‐
erary for his flight. No response and the text message was green.
Usually iPhone to iPhone is blue. About two hours later, I sent
another text. It was green and there was no reply. About twenty
minutes later, I got up to shower and stopped by his room. The door
was locked, the TV was on, and the light was on. I knocked and
called out. Yet still no response. Cody has always been hard to wake
up. I took my shower, got dressed then knocked on his door a little
harder and called out a little louder. I walked outside to see if  I
could see into his room. The blinds were down but the window was
open and the window screen in place. I also called his phone. It
went straight to voicemail. My concern level is now on high alert. I
knew something was very wrong and I needed to get in there.

I went upstairs to tell my housemate my concerns. I told him I
thought we could pop out the window screen easier and cheaper to
replace then to try to break the door down. He agreed and got a
screwdriver. He got the screen off  and lifted the blinds. Cody was
face down on the floor at the foot of  his bed.

I'm taking a pause to breathe. If  this is too much for you it is ok
to stop reading now. I'll put another break in here.

The nurse in me kicked into overdrive. I climbed through the
window and was by his side within seconds. I was on his left side. I
could not feel a pulse and he was cold to touch. I called out to my
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housemate and he was on the phone with 911. Cody was lying
partially on his right arm; it was purple what I could see. I rolled
him over. He had vomited a little; it was in his mouth and a little on
the floor. His face was purple, and his upper chest was purple. He
was so cold. I didn't do CPR. I knew as a nurse that he had been
gone a while.

This memory will stay with me forever. This is the cost of  drug
addiction. It affects more than the user. My biggest fear has always
been that I would be the one to find him gone. My message today is
not for the other moms. It is for those struggling with addiction. Get
help. If  you can't afford it, find a church with a free program. I'm
willing to guess that you have someone that you love very much, like
your mom. Please get help and determine that you are going to get
clean and stay clean.

Don't let your addiction take you away and leave your mom to
find you gone. Don't do this to her.

I am highly allergic to caffeine. I had to give up chocolate
because it had caffeine. Anyone that knows me knows that I love
chocolate. But when I cheat and eat chocolate, I get a five-day
headache. So, when I am tempted, I ask myself, “Is it worth the five-
day headache?”And I know it isn't and I walk away without eating
the chocolate.

I do realize that chocolate addiction is not the same as drug
addiction. But I do believe that when you put it in perspective it can
be useful. When you are tempted to use, ask yourself: “Am I ok with
this being my last time? Am I ready to die? Am I ok with my mom
finding me? Am I ok with my child finding me?” If  your answer is,
“No I'm not,”  then you need to seek help.

My prayers for those who knew and love Cody. If  you are strug‐
gling with addictions please seek help. The next time you use might
also be your last.

There is no class you can take to prepare you for grief. It is
something you have to experience personally. There is also no
perfect way to grieve.

You can overcome this, but not alone. Counseling, treatment, a
good support system, and God.

I’m praying for you. 
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Cody’s Mom,

GLORIA A.
Terra Haute, IN
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Chance

FOREVER 29

This all still feels so unreal. Like a
horrible nightmare that you cannot
wake from that continues to haunt
you every minute of  every day. 

I will never forget the first time I
held him and his first little cry. He
was so loving and sweet. I already
had two daughters and had grown
up with three sisters, and without a
fatherly figure present when I was
younger. So, this baby boy was a

whole new world for me. At times I can still feel the warmth of  him
in my arms. 

He rarely talked until his third birthday party. It brought him so
much happiness that he never stopped talking about it. I'm sure
others grew tired of  hearing of  it, but it seemed to open up a whole
different little person. He then began to wait until we were all
eating, and he would entertain us with his stories. Sometimes I had
to tell him to stop so he could finish his plate though I never tired of
hearing them. Once when he was really little we went to Florida for
a vacation and booked on a multi-passenger large fishing boat.

33



Whatever you caught, the deckhands would keep to serve in the
local restaurants. Chance caught a large redfish. He wanted to
throw it back and cried when he found out they were going to keep
it and eat it. He was so tenderhearted.

Another time while living out in the country in New Mexico, we
had some type of  bird that resembled a seagull. They were able to
fly but spent a lot of  time on the ground. He asked me if  he caught
them if  he could keep them. I told him yes, never believing that he
could actually catch even one. He proved me wrong and caught two
then tried to stick them in a small empty aquarium. I had to
convince him that it would be better to let them go, and they might
die if  he kept them. I loved his determination.

When he was about six, he wanted a small Chipmunk .22 rifle.
So, we took a hunter's safety class to prepare him to handle a gun
properly. He wasn’t quite to the reading level needed to take the test
so one of  the instructors read the questions to him. He made 100%
and outscored me. Around that same age we had gone to a gun
shop which had multiple bullets lined up inside a glass case on
display. Chance went to each and described what caliber they were.
The store owner argued with him about a particular one, but
Chance was adamant. The owner pulled it out to prove that he was
right, but he wasn't, Chance was.

I loved his enthusiasm for life and when he wanted to learn
anything, he immersed himself  in it. He worried about others, even
giving his allowance to a drunk on the corner or buying food for
someone that was hungry.

Chance went to live in Las Vegas to be close to his dad after
high school graduation while his sisters and I lived in New Mexico
and Texas. Being so far away, we didn't quite see the signs of  addic‐
tion and were conflicted if  it was actually drugs or mental illness or
both. Or perhaps we chose to ignore them. We may have been
spared watching him slowly lose his life but for that we face moun‐
tains of  guilt. We will always miss that sweet little boy and a part of
our hearts will never be whole again.

The pain that we struggle with now is that he will be remem‐
bered for the dark years, those riddled with drugs and mental health
issues. For putting his friends and family through what eventually
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became emotionally exhausting. Everyone wants to know the dark
details. Those will not haunt us anymore. We just want to know why.
Why he was cheated out of  the life he could've had, and the wife
and children he so desired and deserved.

I know this book is not only created to
preserve the memory of  our loved ones but
to reach out to others to help them through
their journey or perhaps to persuade
someone to decide this isn't the life to
choose to follow. May God bless all the
loved ones left behind and those struggling
with the path that we have already walked. I
had always heard that there is nothing
worse than burying your child and I can
now tell you that there are no truer words.
Unfortunately, I know this from experi‐
encing the worst pain in my lifetime. 

My heart will remain forever broken.

Chance’s Mom,

SHERRY B.
Montgomery, TX

“We are afflicted in every way,
but not crushed; perplexed, not driven to despair;

persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed.”
2 Corinthians 4:8
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