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Praise for The Will to Live


“If the most powerful transformation known to humanity is taking something negative that happens to you and turning it into something positive for others—and I fully believe that to be the case—then John Trautwein is one powerful man. He writes straight from the heart, and his words will save lives. The story he shares in these pages—a remarkable journey of passion and purpose—will literally save lives.”

—Jeffrey Marx, Pulitzer Prize-winner and author of Season of Life

“Ever wonder what to say to someone who has lost a child to suicide? Ever wonder if a young person in your own home might be at risk? Read this book. John and Susie Trautwein are members of the saddest club on earth: They are parents who have lost a child. In The Will to Live, John Trautwein takes the emotions of loss and turns them into a message of awareness and hope.”

—Dan Shaughnessy, The Boston Globe and co-author of the New York Times bestseller Francona: The Red Sox Years

“John Trautwein: athlete, scientist, businessman, and family man. As a big-league pitcher, he helped my own teenage son figure out the ‘physics’ of the distance a tape-measure home run by Bo Jackson traveled, proving that athletes can be students, too. A husband and dad whose life is centered on his family, John’s compelling story shows us how he dealt with the ultimate family tragedy of losing a child and used it to inspire and guide other families facing the effects of depression and other mental illnesses that can lead to teenage suicide.”

—Joe Castiglione, voice of the Boston Red Sox and author of Can You Believe It

“The loss of a loved one to suicide, particularly a teen, is devastating to family, friends, and the community. John Trautwein and his family know that devastation, but what they have built from it is truly remarkable. John has dedicated his life to empowering teens to not only become aware of teen suicide and the signs of depression but also to reach out to each other in times of need, recognize the good in life, the will to live, and the importance of friendship—akin to being a teammate. The Will to Live is an inspiring story of breaking through the barriers of mental health stigma and how one family can impact the lives of so many. It is a must-read for school personnel, parents, and health care providers who care for teens, and teens themselves.”

—Douglas Jacobs, MD, founder and medical director, Screening for Mental Health, and nationally recognized expert on suicide

“In my twenty-two years of broadcasting, I have told many stories of triumph over tragedy, but the story of Will Trautwein and his family has stayed with me. The loss of such a vibrant young man and the strength of his family to use their heartache to help has had an impact on how I parent my daughter and how I report stories of teenage depression and suicide. This is a must read if you have a teenager in your life.”

—Stephany Fisher, anchor, CBS News, Atlanta

“John Trautwein’s story inspires hope. It empowers people, and it gives its readers the ‘hope for life.’ The triumph that this story imparts arouses the goodness in everyone as it drives people toward action.”

—Joe Girardi, former Major League Baseball player and former manager of the New York Yankees, the Miami Marlins, and the Philadelphia Phillies

“To take something so tragic, so painful, and so personal as the loss of a child, and use it to provide hope and encouragement is remarkable. Through this journey, John Trautwein is changing hearts and saving lives.”

—Brian Holman, ex Major League Baseball player and motivational speaker

“The crater-sized hole in John Trautwein’s heart is turned inside-out as he shares with those of us parents who deeply need this story. Read The Will to Live and expect a renewed faith and crucial understanding of depression and suicide.”

—Julia Peterson, former CNN reporter

“The Trautweins’ story is remarkable. Their work commands respect. Read this book, then reach out to someone in need.”

—Ken Rosenthal, Fox Sports, MLB Network

“John was the ultimate teammate throughout his baseball career. He is now the ultimate teammate for a much larger team: young people, their loved ones, and all of us who can have an impact on preventing teenage suicide. His willingness to share his raw emotions about his son Will’s suicide is John’s way of being the best teammate he can be in a campaign to prevent suicide—and we need to listen.”

—Ron Wellman, former director of athletics, Wake Forest University

“As the mother of three sons, I was totally immersed in this book and its message of hope. A heart-wrenching yet uplifting story of the spiritual journey of a father after the suicide death of his teenage son. A gripping account of the pain and faith of a family and a community that led to the founding of a remarkable foundation to alleviate teen suicide. Former pro ball player John Trautwein writes about this as only a parent can—with allusions to the game of baseball and what he learned on the baseball field that helped him face the most challenging game day of his life.”

—Sharon O’Donnell, author of House of Testosterone
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For Susie and the kids:

Will, Tommy, Michael, and Holyn—Life teammates—forever together






Foreword

Thirty-two years after we first met, John Trautwein and I remain “Life Teammates.” The term carries great meaning for me. I first encountered John, a well-established Big Ten pitcher, as an eager, wide-eyed freshman catcher. Before long, I understood and came to appreciate John’s support, encouragement, and mentorship. Over a very short time, our relationship evolved as we developed the critical pitcher-catcher bond that lends credibility to the term batterymates. As teammates on the most successful baseball team in Northwestern University’s history, we solidified our bond as both colleagues and friends.

John’s professional impact on me is incalculable. More important, his personal influence has been extraordinary. John’s positive approach to life and his ability to find the good in everything permeate his daily existence and rub off on those around him. John’s success in the big leagues with the Boston Red Sox offered me the hope and faith to continue my own journey through the minor leagues. John was never drafted by any major league team; he had to fight his way to the big leagues. He has never been handed anything. His achievements are the result of hard work, perseverance, and dedication.

As I watched and learned from John, I experienced my own personal success, leading me through a fifteen-year playing career and a broadcast and management career that currently finds me managing the New York Yankees. John and I remained close as he and other Northwestern teammates have traveled to support my various endeavors. No matter where I am or to which city my career takes me, I know I can count on John, and I will always be one of his biggest fans. Our bond transcends the positive moments in each other’s lives. We are hardly each other’s fair-weather fans. Batterymates and teammates for life exemplify the concept of being there for each other.

John’s professional baseball career has long since ended. However, his commitment to reaching people endures. Although John has always worked for his achievements, he has, like many others, also suffered his share of challenges and heartbreak. Still, no professional challenge could rival the loss he and his wife, Susie, experienced when their son, Will, took his own life. When I heard the news, to say I was heartbroken doesn’t begin to describe what I felt. As a father of three, I can think of nothing worse than losing a child under any circumstances, and losing one to suicide reaches the absolute depths of my soul. On October 18, 2010, the night of Will’s funeral, I sat in my office at Yankee Stadium, awaiting game three of the American League Championship Series. Overcome with guilt that I could not be at Will’s funeral, I picked up the phone and called John. While my intent was to comfort and console John and his family, in truly extraordinary fashion, John turned the tables, reassured me that he understood my absence, and comforted me instead.

Remarkable to some, John’s next step simply followed the pattern he established since he was a teenage pitcher. After Will’s tragic death, John and Susie established The Will to Live Foundation. John refused to allow Will’s death to be meaningless. Through the foundation, he ensures that Will’s life and death continue to have a positive impact on the world. John uses the organization to spread his message of hope for life and teaches people to recognize a critical need that sits directly before them. John speaks to children and adults as he educates them about the signs of depression, keys to identifying suicide risks, and ways to handle the signs one sees. John and Susie recognize the importance of kids and teens reaching out to other kids and teens. They understand that this population hesitates to bring their troubles to adults.

John and Susie are working to empower them to help identify trouble—and to actually do something about it. John and Susie are addressing this taboo issue head-on, without fear and without hesitation.

This book is a tale of John and Susie’s journey. As their friend and one of their biggest fans, I am so proud and honored to be even a small part of this project. While in Boston for Fenway Park’s 100th anniversary, my coaching staff and I proudly wore the foundation’s Life Teammates wristband to promote John’s message of hope for life. Although this gesture felt and sounds rather small, the overall impact is potentially so great that we simply wanted to be a part of the effort. John advocates for teens talking to teens, approaching the issue, helping each other, and working to prevent future suicide. People need hope for life, and John and Susie put a face on that hope.

Although this book recounts the tragedy that befell John and his family on that fateful day, the greater message emphasizes the notion of Life Teammates in the effort to save others. The triumph that this story imparts stirs the goodness in everyone and drives people toward action.

—Joe Girardi, March 2014






INTRODUCTION: Living a New Dream

All my life I’ve been a dreamer. So many dreams, since my childhood, that were based on love and hope and this perception that the world was indeed a great place. I dreamed of playing in the major leagues, and in 1988, I achieved it as I stepped on the mound of Boston’s Fenway Park. I dreamed of marrying a girl who would be my soulmate, whom I would cherish forever. In 1993, when my wife, Susie, placed a ring on my finger, that dream came true. I dreamed of leading a loving, happy family, where love and laughter would dominate our days. As 2010 began, with my four wonderful, healthy children joining my wife and me in a life of love and laughter, it was clear to me that I was indeed living a dream.

The story of The Will to Live begins the day my dream turned into a nightmare. In mid-October 2010, the suicide death of my oldest child shattered any dream I ever had or ever could have. I was sure of it. While holding my lifeless son in my arms on that fateful morning, I believed all the dreams of my life were over. In fact, I knew it.

But I was wrong.

Within hours—not weeks, months, or years, but hours—my life began to rebound, and a new dream was formed. My family, my friends, my teammates picked me up and carried me through. They carried my family through. They showed us love, hope, laughter, and a will to continue on, a will to keep living. They made me stronger, they made my faith stronger, and they defied all odds by pointing me toward a new dream:

A dream where teenagers are taught to recognize that there is true love in their lives right now, sitting right next to them in the classroom, the youth group, the sidelines, and the dugout; that there are friends who will be there for them throughout their lives, who will rejoice during the good times—making them even better—and who will be there for them during life’s most difficult moments—if only we let them.

A dream where parents, teachers, coaches, and other trusted adults recognize the pressures our kids face and are proactively showing the teens of today that they understand how hard life can be in this 24/7 negative world.

A dream where a foundation is formed for and through the kids—using the powerful voices of teenagers not only raises the awareness of teen suicide but does so in a positive way, with a goal of showing these teens and their families the power they have to deliver hope to each other: By creating a culture where it is okay to not be okay—and talking about it—these kids increase each other’s will to live.

Finally, a dream where a father who thought life was over found a new hope, a new purpose, a new way forward, a new approach to each and every day that would motivate him and people around him; he found a sense of accomplishment that was “better than the big leagues,” and yes, this newfound hope was indeed full of love, goodness, and amazingly, a new will to live.

What follows is not a tragedy. What follows is the story of a man and his family’s journey from the depths of devastating sadness to the inspiration of real hope.
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PART I A Glass Half Full


Always remember, Johnny,

there is good in everything that happens to you,

there is always good!

—Jack Trautwein








CHAPTER 1 The Ides of October 2010, 6:30 AM

My musical alarm went off that mid-October morning. It was a Christmas song by Sugarland called “Gold and Green,” the same wake-up song I’d been using since the previous Christmas ten months earlier. It seemed to be a lucky song for me, so I decided not to change it when the holidays were over.

Being a former pro baseball player, I am rather superstitious, and ever since I selected that peaceful song as my wake-up alarm, my luck had indeed been improving. I was happy, work was good, my wife and I were great, and all four of my kids were healthy, beautiful, successful, and joyful. Yes, things were going my way, so there was no way I was going to mess with a good thing and change my luck by changing my wake-up song. As Crash Davis said in Bull Durham, “You must respect a streak.”

When I turned off the alarm that Friday morning, the fifteenth of October 2010, I didn’t realize my life was about to change. Just seconds later I heard the scream.

It was unlike anything I had ever heard. It was the voice of my wife, Susie, and it was coming from upstairs. I thought maybe she’d twisted an ankle or dropped something heavy on her toes. Whatever it was, she was in a lot of pain, so I jumped out of bed and sprinted out of our main-floor master bedroom.

The screaming was unending, and I could feel the fear building up inside me as I realized something was very wrong with Susie. As I ran up the stairs, I heard her yell, “Will!” I looked up to see the bedroom door to our oldest child’s room at the top of the stairs was just slightly open. Susie’s scream was now more of an uncontrolled sobbing. As I neared the top of the stairs, I heard Will’s eleven-year-old brother, Mikey, screaming, “What, what?” as he hurried out of his bedroom down the hall. I remember stumbling on the steps as my bare feet slipped, but somehow, I caught my balance and took the last steps three at a time. When I reached the top of the stairs, Susie was standing there in the hallway, screaming, with her hands covering her face. I had no idea what to expect, but I remember the feeling of pure panic coming over me as I felt my heart racing, pounding against my chest. Mikey was now in the hallway, standing behind Susie, fear etched all over his innocent face as he tried to decipher what he was hearing and seeing at that moment. His wide eyes met mine for a brief instant as he watched me stumble at great speed into his big brother’s room, propelled by adrenaline, confusion, and fear of what I would find.

Susie was standing in the entranceway, and the scene that unfolded before me catapulted me into a new, unimaginable world full of such pain that I knew my life could never be the same again. I had entered my own hell on Earth.

Will appeared to be sitting on the floor against the door to his closet, but I soon realized that he wasn’t sitting, he was slumping. My boy was hanging from the closet door. His skin tone was off, a grayish-blue color, almost as if he had put on Halloween makeup. My beautiful boy, who had turned fifteen just three months earlier, sat motionless, not breathing, with his shirt off, wearing a pair of Northview High School Lacrosse shorts. His arms were at his sides, totally still. I tried to make sense of what I was seeing, but the world had gone into slow motion as if I were in a dream that I didn’t understand.

Was Will acting? Was he playing a joke on us? A Halloween joke, perhaps? What was he doing? What was going on here? These thoughts raced through my mind for a few seconds, but deep down I had already deciphered what he had done. He was not breathing, and although my brain had not totally processed it, I was almost certain Will was no longer living.

The world started to spin around me as I dove to the floor and picked up his six-foot-one, 165-pound muscular body. He was cold and stiff. Will was dead, but at that moment, I’m not sure I understood what that meant. I found myself in a surreal situation. Was this real? Was this a dream? All I knew was that I had to get my son down from the closet door. I carefully lifted him, so the belt wrapped around his neck—his belt, which he’d worn a hundred times—fell from between the top of the closet door and the door frame and landed on the ground. I gently laid Will beside it, but his body was stiff, making it impossible to lay him down completely. It was as if his muscles were stuck in an upright, sitting position. Those beautiful blue eyes, which I had first looked into with total amazement fifteen years before, were open but lifeless. They were staring straight out at me, right through me. There was nothing in those eyes. The sparkle I had first noticed the day he was born, the same sparkle that had dazzled everyone he met, was gone. His mouth was open and filled with what appeared to be a black, sponge-like substance. His neck, where the belt had held him for heaven knows how long, was crushed, indented, and red.

I yelled, “No no no. Will! Will!” I screamed loudly as I pushed Will’s bedroom door shut with my feet so the other kids wouldn’t see him. Thankfully, they did not. They heard me, however. They heard me screaming Will’s name as loud as I could. I was possessed. I was indeed in the middle of my own personal purgatory as I held him, rocked him, and told him I loved him.

“I’m here, Will. Daddy’s here, Will,” I whispered.

My heart was beating like it was going to explode. “Please, God, let me be in a dream.” But there was no answer, and I knew this nightmare was all too real. Will was gone.

I heard Susie’s voice as she somehow managed to call 9-1-1 and tell the dispatcher that her fifteen-year-old son hanged himself in the night. I then heard the screams of Michael from just outside the door.

“I want Will. I want Will!” His sweet young voice was shaking as his heart broke right there in front of us all. Susie tried to console him. She needed to get him away from Will’s room quickly and lead him downstairs.

“No, I want Will!” he yelled repeatedly.

I told Susie to take the kids down to the kitchen. I went out in the hallway with her briefly. Holyn, our six-year-old daughter, our youngest of four, was now awake and walking down the hallway with what I would call a nervous and scared smile on her face as she looked at her older brother, Tommy, thirteen. Our screaming had woken him up, and he stood there tired and confused, not knowing what was happening. When he finally realized what his big brother had done, Tommy turned his own shade of white and broke down at the top of the stairs. Susie was somehow able to quickly lead all three children downstairs. The only thing to be grateful for that morning was that none of them saw their big brother in that horrible, lifeless state.

Back in his room, I held Will and looked deep into his beautiful eyes. “This isn’t happening.” I said it louder, “This can’t be happening.” I held him and just sat there with him, holding him as tightly as I could. My senses were on overload, cataloging everything in detail. Those moments are still vivid, etched in my mind forever. I kept whispering in his ear, saying, “I’m here, Will, I’m here,” as I simultaneously thought, Why, John, why weren’t you there for him? I screamed again, totally grief-stricken. The anguish went back and forth like this between my mind and my body. Internally, I screamed, This is not happening. This does not happen to me, not to the Trautwein family—not to my son—not to my Will!

None of this made sense. I saw him happily go to bed only seven hours ago. We had talked about today, we talked about tomorrow. How can this be? Not my son, not my Will. My world was spinning, I was losing my balance, I held him tight and thought, How can I go on? How can I continue? How will I ever smile again? I knew I could never really be me again. I was now sobbing, and never in my life had I felt so desperately alone.

I hugged him hard while the unrelenting tears and the overwhelming grief poured out of me. I looked around the room for a note or a sign—something. But there was nothing I could see that showed that Will was upset or angry or sad or depressed. It was a normal fifteen-year-old boy’s messy room. No note, no message, no signs of strife or distress, nothing. His school backpack was on the floor, clothes thrown over it. All I could see were the typical items and artifacts of a teenager’s room. A happy teenager’s room. This is what was left of the life of my son, my happy, healthy, popular, kind, gentle, sweet son. I turned and looked at him again, hugged him, and told him again how I loved him. His eyes were still open. I tried to close them, but they wouldn’t close. I tried again, pressing harder until they shut. I closed my boy’s eyes. I remember thinking at that moment of all the movies I’d ever watched where people close the eyes of dead people. I always wondered what that would be like, and here I was doing it and thinking, This cannot be real. I’m not one of those actors. What is happening?

I gently laid him down and covered him. I whispered in his ear that he was the greatest thing that had ever happened to me and that I was so sorry I had failed him. “I love you, Will. I failed you, Will. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me….”

I must have whispered, “I’m sorry,” into his ear twenty times as I held him close. I remember looking at him, his hair, his face, and his arms. He was a physical specimen, so healthy and so beautiful. “Please wake up, Will, please.” I was beginning to realize that he was gone, and I wondered where the ambulance was. I now knew this was not a dream, and I was convinced I would never smile, laugh, or love again. I had lost my Will.





CHAPTER 2 Our Living Will

Just twelve hours before I heard my wife scream, I arrived home from a good day at work. I was in an excellent mood. As I walked into the kitchen and put down my briefcase, I said, “Susie, let’s go get pizza.”

“Sounds good to me,” she said. “See if Will’s okay to go.”

“Willy Boy!” I yelled down the steps. “We’re heading to Vera-Zanno for dinner. Can you break away and come with us?”

My son glanced up at me from my basement office desk, where he was doing his homework, and quickly replied, “Yeah, but I have to study these note cards for my test tomorrow. Can you quiz me at the restaurant, Dad?”

“Sure, man. Come on up. Let’s go, brother,” was my happy reply.

Fifteen years, three months, and fourteen days had gone by since Will made the Trautweins a family. He was the perfect creation of a young American couple living in England—a couple whose happy lives were dramatically changed forever that moment our son arrived. It was 1995. I was thirty-three years old and had been married for two years to my lovely wife, Susie Williams Trautwein, who is five years younger than me. We had only recently moved to the United Kingdom after two and a half years in Germany. My job had taken me to Munich in 1992, and Susie joined me a year later, after we were married and before we were promoted and relocated to the United Kingdom in spring of ’94. Prior to my “real-world” career, I had the pleasure of enjoying a seven-year professional baseball career, spending most of my time in the minors as a pitcher with the Expos and Red Sox. I did experience one wonderful year in “the show” as a pitcher with the 1988 Boston Red Sox, living every boy’s dream of playing Major League Baseball.

Now, however, I was enjoying yet another dream with a wife I loved dearly, traveling the globe as an international businessman who honestly thought he had seen it all. Thus, when we became pregnant with Will, I was very excited and comfortable with the thought of being a dad. I was ready for this next step in my life. I had always loved kids and enjoyed being around them. I simply could not wait to become a dad. Susie and I both came from loving, close-knit families and were so excited to create another one where the glass was always half full.

Susie and I had agreed that if we were to have a boy, he would be named Richard Williams Trautwein, after his grandfather, a wonderful and gentle man. Richard Williams, oddly, was also the name of my father’s best friend during his childhood in Philadelphia. Richard Williams, “Will,” as he was known to all his close friends, was also my godfather (yes, I married my godfather’s daughter—a story for another day) and one of the kindest men I ever met.

He passed away far too early, just sixty years young, in 1991. The summer after he died, I fell in love with his youngest daughter, Susie, on the beaches of Ocean City, New Jersey, where both our families, as a result of his passing, had decided to vacation together, just as we had in the old days. Susie and I called our getting together that summer a “Will Wink” that we both like to think was knowingly created by this kind and gentle man.

Now, on this sunny summer day four years later, I was holding my own “Will” in a small hospital room in Poole, a quiet little resort town on the southwest coast of England. To this day, what I remember about that magical moment of Will’s birth was quite simply the light in his eyes. Susie had an emergency C-section, and I was not allowed in the operating room, so I didn’t get to look into those eyes until the nurse finally entered the waiting room and handed me my child. In a wonderful British accent she said, “Here’s your son, Mr. Trautwein.”

“My son?” I was stunned. I had been expecting a girl. Yes, indeed, I was convinced that we were having a girl, as was Susie. All the signs from the pregnancy were pointing to a girl—from the way Susie was carrying the baby to the various crazy signs and superstitions that we had become so familiar with over the previous nine months. They all pointed to us having a girl. Deep down, I wanted a boy as our first child, so in reality, my expectation of a girl was really my own way of just making sure I was not disappointed when the baby arrived. Well, it was a boy, and he was beautiful.

His eyes, however, were magical from day one. They were open, they were big and blue, and they were watching me. As she handed Will to me, he was so small, but he was so alert. His eyes stared at me, followed me. I felt almost hypnotized by them. I could feel my heart growing and my entire approach to life changing in that one moment. I didn’t expect that.

Here I was, a thirty-three-year-old man who thought he knew the world, now feeling like he knew nothing. Little Will had turned me into mush. I was done. I was captivated. My life would change because I knew those eyes were on me.

This child instantly took my life to a completely new level. He made me a dad. He made me responsible. He made me a teacher, a coach, a provider, a motivator. He made me realize everything that had ever been good in my life had just become better. Yep, before this I thought I knew what love was. But that morning, love took on a whole new meaning, on a whole new level.

No, I had never felt anything like that before, and every day for the next fifteen years it seemed this love I had for Will just grew stronger and stronger. That glass was continually overflowing.

Fast-forward fifteen years later, sitting in Vera-Zanno’s, a little Italian place in a strip mall in Johns Creek, Georgia, happily sipping on a beer and quizzing my oldest son on his social studies homework. His youngest brother, Michael, a fifth grader, sat between Will and Susie while Will’s first-grade sister, Holyn, was next to me. We were waiting for pizza and listening to Will rattle off the Greek gods without missing a beat. Only Tommy was missing, as he was at his seventh-grade football practice that night. We would pick him up on our way home from dinner.

“Wow, dude,” I said in my “cool dad” way, “that’s like twenty-five in a row. You know your stuff today!”

“Yeah, I’m gonna ace this one,” he replied with a very confident smile. Will had gone through puberty a bit early, and although he had always been studious, his physical changes—going from a boy to a big, strong teenager—made his desire for good grades take a back seat to the usual things that life throws in the way of a young teenager.

Before puberty hit, he rarely received anything lower than an A. Now, Susie and I often said things like: “Will, you’re getting 89s, and you’re not even trying. Imagine what would happen if you just tried!” He basically breezed through middle school barely studying, and it used to drive us nuts. Sometimes, around 10:00 PM, Susie or I would ask a subtle question like, “Will, don’t you have any homework tonight at all?” to which he would reply, “Oh yeah. Shoot.”

Susie and I would just look at each other and say, “What are we doing wrong?” Five A’s and two B’s would be a typical eighth-grade report card from Will; obviously not awful, so we were always careful not to be too tough on him. Still, we continually searched for ways to make him realize his full potential. Someday, we hoped that the light bulb would go on. Someday.

Now he was a freshman in high school, and a completely new world was unfolding before him. Susie and I were extremely careful not to push too hard. He was doing okay, but we concentrated on strategic, subtle reminders to keep him a step ahead if possible. For example, asking the “homework question” at 5:00 PM rather than waiting until 10:00 PM.

Today, he had taken a math test, which he thought he had done well on. “Dad, I think I nailed my math test today!” he exclaimed as we got into the car that night to head out to dinner. I must say, it was refreshing to see his obviously good feeling about doing well in school as well as his confidence shining through regarding tomorrow’s test.

“Oh, Mom, Dad,” he suddenly blurted out at the restaurant table, “on Saturday, can we go get my driver’s permit in the morning? I have to referee lacrosse in the afternoon.”

We could feel the excitement in his voice. I had let him drive recently in the neighborhood, and he was clearly getting the “fever.” The thought of Will driving never scared me. I’m not sure why, as I know many parents fear it. For me, however, it was not a concern. I was happy that driving was around the corner for Will. I trusted him. I always did. I always felt he was a thinker, the kind of kid who made good decisions. “Will, I trust you, man, always have,” I used to say to him. “So just keep allowing me to trust you, buddy. Keep making good decisions.” My whole life I have been a “positive motivation” guy, and I felt that was something Will would really respond to well. As far as I was concerned, this tactic was indeed working. Will was excited about getting his permit. Ever since he was a kid, Will’s eyes and face lit up when he was excited, and I loved that about him. His expressions were so full of life and love!

Will was always adorable, but he soon grew into a very handsome young man. By the time he reached high school, he was far more developed than I was at that age. When I was a freshman in high school, I was about five feet eight and about 135 to 140 pounds or so. I was very skinny and very lanky, with huge size 13 feet, so I was a bit awkward and slow. I was considered a good athlete because I could throw a baseball well and accurately, and I could shoot a basketball. I was a smart athlete—always understanding the game and getting the most out of my abilities—but I was a very slow runner and certainly not a physical specimen in any way, shape, or form.

Will was six feet one and about 160 pounds, and unlike me at that early pubescent age, he was quite quick, very agile, and generally an impressive physical specimen, a natural athlete. He looked good on the field. I used to think he was years ahead of me at that age. I used to think he was “born older.” In fact, I used to think that a lot. Now I wish that thought had never crossed my mind.

Will knew he “had it going,” too. He was cocky in a funny way, and everyone loved his style. I’d ask, “Will, do the chicks dig ya at school?” He wouldn’t miss a beat with his answer. “Dad, oh yeah,” he’d say in a funny and cocky voice. He was imitating me. I used to say things like, “Will, you’re my son; of course, you’ll be great,” or “Will, your mom is nuts about me. One look, and I swept her off her feet.” He would laugh, roll his eyes, and look at Susie, who would be shaking her head, saying, “Oh, yeah, that’s exactly how I remember it.”

Will was also very quick-witted with a dry sense of humor. He appreciated comedy and subtle little funny things, and I loved that about him. Even at an early age, when we would ask, “How’s the tiger go?” little two- or three-year-old Will would make the roar sound. Then I’d ask, usually only when there was a crowd around, “Will, how’s Mommy go?” He would make a serious face, put his hands on his hips, and say, “Joooohhhhhhnnn,” as if scolding me. Then I’d ask, “How’s Daddy go?” In a sheepish, shoulder-shrugging way, he’d answer, “Sorry, honey. Hee-hee.” Our all-time favorite, however, was, “Will, how does Shakespeare go?” He’d put the back of his hand on his forehead, and in B-movie overacting sort of way, say, “Ohhh vengeance!”

Of course, everyone laughed, but what I loved about that stuff was that Will, even at that very early age, understood the humor and its effect on people. He knew it was funny, and he would play off it. He could deliver the punch line flawlessly, even as a three-year-old. He really was a ham; he knew it, and he loved it. At those moments, he was, indeed, just like me, and I absolutely loved that. And so did Will. At least I like to think so.

At the time of Will’s death, however, the real source of excitement in his life—plain and simple—was music! He loved it and lived for it, and that night we talked about his band playing on Halloween night in the cul-de-sac where we lived. Blind Label was the band’s name, and his two best buds, Blake Kole and Ryan McDaniel, rounded out this hard rock-punk, garage band musical trio. Will was the lead guitarist and singer. He went on for twenty minutes over dinner explaining the set list they were going to play on Halloween. His music tastes were all over the place—from The Beatles to Blink 182—but this set list was a little bit on the other side of Blink 182. I laughed, picturing our neighbors and their young kids trick-or-treating while Will and his band were wailing heavy rock and punk songs with lyrics that none of us could understand. Susie, obviously thinking the same thing, immediately chimed in: “You better play ‘Brown-Eyed Girl’ and some other songs the parents will like.”

I then blurted from across the table, “Will, how about ‘Mockingbird’ by Rob Thomas. I love that song, and it’s perfect for your voice.” I immediately took out my phone and searched for it on YouTube. We watched it together. Will said, “Yeah, maybe, Dad.” His voice had a positive inflection to it, but I could see right through him. He was simply being nice to me. I think it was his way of saying, “Sorry, Pop, not gonna happen. But I appreciate your interest.”

As our evening ended and we headed home, I had no idea the fun conversations we had with Will about getting his permit in the next two days, or the song list for his upcoming music gig, were conversations about a future that was not to be. He would never drive a car, and I would never get to hear him play a single note of music again.





CHAPTER 3 A Living Nightmare

Within a half hour after Susie discovered Will’s lifeless body, the Johns Creek police arrived at our home. I estimate it was about 7:00 AM when they came upstairs, helped me up, and escorted me out of the room. While on the staircase heading down, I stopped and asked if he was dead. I knew he was, but I asked anyway. An officer quietly and solemnly said yes. I fell to my knees on our steps. The officer helped me up. I was still in my gray boxer shorts and my “Periodic Table” T-shirt my mom gave me years ago when I graduated from college with a degree in chemistry. As I sat there crying on our steps, I thought about how Will had always loved this shirt, especially when he was little, because it glowed in the dark. He loved seeing the radioactive elements on the periodic table light up. I started to wonder right then and there if I should ever wear this shirt again.

Why was I even thinking that? What was wrong with me? I could feel myself losing it, and I knew I had to get a grip. I looked down the steps and saw Susie and the kids on the couch in our family room, crying and holding each other. I joined them, and we embraced as a family, sobbing. I was now in a place I was not prepared to be. I’m a hands-on dad and always have been. I was always proud of the way my kids responded to me, the way they would not only go to their mom when they were sad or hurt, they would just as easily come to me during tough times. I was there, I was gentle, I was approachable, and I could always comfort them. I had to be there for them now, though this time, I didn’t have the answer. I was no longer the “all-knowing daddy.” Today, I was at a complete loss. The kids were looking at Susie and me with such pain and confusion, and we couldn’t tell them why this happened. I just hugged them. I didn’t know what else to do. Susie and I realized we needed to get the kids out of the house. But where do we go? “We need to take them to the Macrinas,” Susie said to me through her tears. Our good friends, the Macrina family, lived two houses down. Their daughter, Caitlin, is Will’s age. They had been great friends since elementary school. Caitlin’s younger brother, Joey, is Tommy’s best friend. I made the call.

There are words no parent ever wants to say. There are phone calls they should not have to make, and this was the first of several phone calls I was going to have to somehow get through that morning. These were calls I knew would change lives forever. As the phone rang, I decided I needed to be blunt and to the point, or I wouldn’t make it through the call.

“Karen, it’s John… Trautwein.” My voice was quiet. She hesitated, perhaps a bit surprised to hear from me at that hour.

“Hey, John. How are you?” she asked in her always cheerful and friendly voice, as if I just made her day by giving her a call.

“Karen, I need your help. I don’t know how to say this, but Will killed himself last night.”

“John? Whaaaat? Oohhh no!” Then she started screaming and crying.

I had to interrupt her. “Karen… Karen, we need to bring the other kids over to your house. Is that okay?”

“Yes, yes, of course. Oh John, I… I…”

“Thanks. We’ll be right there,” I interrupted her again, saving her from having to finish the sentence, and I hung up.

I don’t remember getting dressed, but I put on sweatpants and a hat. I’m not sure how the kids got dressed or if they just went over in their pajamas. It was probably about 7:30 AM. One hour had passed since we’d found Will.

The five of us walked down our driveway into our cul-de-sac and up the Macrinas’ driveway. It was truly a beautiful day, a perfect 70-degree, crystal clear Atlanta morning. I would later remark it was like 9/11—an absolute tragedy occurring on such a glorious day. I carried Holyn, and Susie held the boys’ hands as we worked our way down our driveway, where Will used to skateboard and rollerblade. During that three-minute or so walk, we didn’t say much. I think we were all approaching a state of shock. Looking back on that walk, I still remember feeling I was not in the real world. There I was, holding my little girl, who had wrapped her arms so closely around my neck, not knowing what to say to her. She was not crying but was exhausted and confused. It was as if I could “feel” her thinking, What happens when you die? Will I ever see Will again? My thoughts were not much different. Has this really happened to me? Has my boy died? This beautiful day, this beautiful family, have we really lost our oldest child? I’ll never speak with him again. I’ll never get to teach him to drive. I’ll never play golf with him. My foursome of me and my three sons, something I was so excited to take advantage of throughout my life, could never happen.

“Hey, Dad, it’s Will. Tommy and Mike and I are coming over to take you golfing for your sixtieth birthday! What do you say, man?” That was a phone call I now knew I would never get. My son would not graduate from high school, he wouldn’t get his first car, wouldn’t have his first week at college. He wouldn’t dance at his sister’s wedding. He wouldn’t say vows at his own wedding. He wouldn’t have that first paycheck. He’d never get to vote. He would never hold his son; he would never be a dad. He would never… The list went on and on in my head as we walked down that driveway. Everything was in slow motion, painfully slow motion.

I wondered if Will could see us. I wondered in those early hours of his death if his spirit, as it left his body, hovered over himself, hanging lifeless in his room. What did Will the spirit now think? Did his spirit travel into his brothers’ room and Holyn’s room? Did it make it downstairs to “check in” on his mom and dad? If all this happened, did Will regret it? Did he mean for it to happen? Was it a mistake? Or was he now truly happy?

I looked at Susie as we headed up the Macrinas’ driveway. Neither of us spoke, but our eyes met, and we both were in so much pain, shock, and disbelief. I was so stunned that I even began to wonder if Will might have been murdered. Did someone come in, kill him, and make it look like suicide? That’s how hard it was for me to believe Will was suffering or struggling so badly that he’d taken his own life. How could I have been so blind to that? How could Susie have been so blind to that? We were with him all the time; we communicated all the time. How could he have kept this hidden from us?

“We were just with him last night, Susie. It was a good night, wasn’t it?”

“I know,” she replied through tears. “What happened last night?”

Finally, we reached the front door of our good friends’ home. At the door, Joe Macrina Sr. was there, crying in a way that men cry. That mouth half-open cry that happens when you are trying so hard not to cry but become so overwhelmed by the feeling that you can’t fight it, and your mouth begins to shake, and you start to hyperventilate. I noticed his eyes were bloodshot. As he hugged me, he burst out crying. He’s my friend, a good friend. We coach our boys’ baseball team together. Joe and I have always had similar approaches to life and our kids’ upbringing. Since his Joey and my Tommy were such good buddies, we were with them often. We were both dedicated to bringing up fine, respectful young men—boys who had fun, enjoyed life, and hopefully had a habit of making good decisions.

As we hugged, I could not speak. Neither could Joe. We quietly cried on his doorstep together as our children stared at us. We entered the house and went into the living room, where we found the Macrinas’ two children: Caitlin, Will’s close friend, who was one year ahead of him in school, and Joey, who was Tommy’s age and best buddy. Both were crying in what seemed like pain and confusion. They hugged us. Karen put up a strong front, but her normally happy eyes were dull with pain. She had known Will since he was in kindergarten. She carpooled Will and Caitlin to swimming lessons and workouts when they were in elementary school. As I hugged Karen, I could feel what she was thinking: Good friends of ours don’t have kids who die. This just does not happen—not suicide, not in our world, and certainly not to the Trautwein family. They are just like us. Will was just like us, and we just saw him yesterday. We’re not prepared for this. That sentiment would be felt throughout the community and the country as our neighbors and friends across America heard the news about Will Trautwein.

Susie and I were thankful that the Macrinas were so close to us physically and emotionally. We felt their love and support, but as much as we needed their safe haven, we had to get back to our house. Will was still in there with the police. We were nervous about leaving the other kids, but they told us they were okay, and we knew they were in good hands with Joe and Karen.

During that walk back, Susie and I continued the “what happened” conversation. We were so clueless. “We had a great night last night. He was excited about acing his test and getting his permit and Halloween. What happened?”

“Was he playing one of those asphyxiation games? Could that be it?” Susie asked.

That was one of my initial reactions as well. “I asked the police that, honey, and they said there were no signs of that—whatever the heck that means.”

We needed to check his phone, emails, and texts, but I was scared to death to do that. I selfishly feared a note somewhere blaming me for his death, and I guess I simply didn’t want to know. I couldn’t handle it if I was the cause of my son’s suicide. The thoughts running through my head were so bleak, so devastating that I was not sure I was going to make it up the hill to our house.

The police were still there when we arrived, and now the ambulance was also there. The police chaplain was there. He had a kind, caring face and introduced himself to me; with tears in his eyes, he hugged me and said, “I’m so sorry, John.” I liked him immediately. I was thankful he was there.

The looks on the Johns Creek police officers’ faces mirrored our sorrow and loss. While they see many terrible things on the job, people sometimes forget that the officers are human beings, and I know they felt the gravity of the situation. They could see Susie and me withering inside, and they clearly had no idea what to say to us. These men were younger than I was, but like me, they were dads, and they, too, were struggling that morning. I didn’t know this until several months later, when we had our first 5K fundraiser event. Several of those same police officers were on duty at the 5K and came up to me and Susie, introduced themselves, and told us they were in our home that fateful morning. They were young dads at the time, and that the call to the Trautwein home was one of the most difficult ones they had ever had.

When we arrived back at the house, we were surprised to learn that Will was no longer there. His body had been taken out while we were at the Macrinas’. I was upset. I wanted to be there with him. I wanted to hold him. Maybe it didn’t make sense logically, but it was excruciating to think that I wasn’t there to hold his hand as the ambulance door shut and took him away from his loving home and delivered him to some sterile, cold, dark place that no child should ever have to visit.

Plodding through the dreadful list of things no parent should have to do, I turned to Susie and said, “We have to call our families.” Or maybe she said it to me. I don’t remember, and it didn’t matter. We both wanted to run and hide, but we both knew it had to be done. I took the phone and called my father in Sanibel, Florida. I
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