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Dedication

To Tonia, Katie, and James—my greatest reasons to fight.

To my family, friends, and the people who showed up when I needed them most. Your love, strength, and unwavering belief in me carried me through the darkest moments.

To those who challenged my thinking, expanded my perspective, and helped shape the pillars within these pages—you helped me see beyond my limits and redefine what’s possible.

And to anyone facing an impossible battle—may this book remind you that even in the hardest times, resilience is within you. You are stronger than you know.





Introduction

THIS BOOK WAS BORN OUT of my desire to keep track of my thoughts. The large amount of narcotics I was taking made it hard to remember the story of my accident and recovery. I started writing for my kids so they would know what had happened. They were too young to understand anything beyond the fact that their dad was no longer the same person he had been before the accident. I wanted them to understand the full story when the time was right.

What began as a way to document my journey for them quickly turned into something more—therapy. Writing became a place to put my thoughts, a way to work through my struggles, and a means of reclaiming my narrative. That process, which started as a personal record, has now become this book.

The book is broken into two sections. The first is the story of my accident and recovery. It details the physical, mental, and emotional battles I faced as I fought to regain control of my life. It is a story of survival, perseverance, and fortitude.

The second section outlines the pillars that guided me through my recovery and helped me move beyond survival. These aren’t just ideas—they are the strategies that helped me get out of the wheelchair, reclaim my purpose, and transform my story from one of tragedy into one of resilience. These pillars are universal. Whether you are facing a physical setback, a professional failure, or a personal crisis, they can help you navigate your own challenges and rebuild your future with clarity and confidence.

Here’s what we’ll explore:


	Making a real commitment—because lasting change happens only when you fully decide to show up.

	Understanding the true source of your struggles—because the surface issue is rarely the real problem.

	Creating a written plan—a clear road map that keeps you focused even when motivation fades.

	Taking the first step—because clarity without action won’t change your life.

	Executing consistently—because success isn’t about perfect plans; it’s about daily action.

	Measuring your progress—because what gets measured gets improved.

	Falling in love with the process—because growth isn’t just about arriving; it’s about who you become along the way.

	Taking the wins—because recognizing progress fuels even greater momentum.



This isn’t just about overcoming an accident. It’s about overcoming anything: adversity, doubt, setbacks, fear, and more. No matter what you’re facing, these strategies will help you move forward with clarity and confidence.

I’m excited to share this journey with you. No matter where you are in your own challenges, these strategies will empower you to take action, push forward, and create lasting change. Before we explore the strategies for rebuilding, I want to take you to the day everything shifted—the moment my life changed forever.
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PART I THE ACCIDENT AND RECOVERY
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CHAPTER 1 The Happiness Shift

“BUCKLE UP,” TONIA SAID.

I watched Katie and James through the rearview mirror to make sure their belts were fastened before I pulled out of the James Buchanan High School parking lot. We had just spent the morning at Katie’s swim meet, inside this dark, muggy pool area that strongly resembled a Russian steam room. The outside air felt great. It was warm for the first of December but much cooler than in the pool.

Instead of turning left onto Route 16 to go home, I turned right to take our kids to Mercersburg Academy, only a few miles away. My wife, Tonia, and I decided to take a driving tour through the academy’s campus, to show our children the options they had for their education. Katie was only eight, James only four, but is it ever too early to get excited about their futures?

James prattled in the back seat, describing to us the exact type of Christmas tree he wanted to get that year. We had promised that if he behaved himself during Katie’s swim meet, we would get our Christmas tree on the way home. “Big, really, really big,” he described, “with branches that stick out like this!” He flung his arms straight out, knocking his left hand into the window and his right into Katie’s shoulder. Through the rearview I saw Katie shoot him an annoyed glare but she didn’t say anything.

Katie’s hair was still damp from the pool. It hung down past her shoulders in strawberry waves with blonde highlights. Her hair was thick and beautiful—the kind that many women would kill for. Through the rearview, I caught a quick glimpse of what she may look like in ten or fifteen years. She already looked very much like her mother.

As James continued to describe his perfect Christmas tree, I glanced at Tonia and we smiled. I reached across the armrest to hold her hand, something we had done in the car since we’d met eighteen years before and begun dating. I squeezed her gently.

I’ll admit I was probably just as excited as James about getting our tree. It was going to be the first Christmas in twelve years that I would not be working retail at Mountz Jewelers and the first one since our children were born that I could spend the entire holiday at home with them. I could not wait to see their faces when they saw their gifts from Santa under our perfect tree.

I felt myself still smiling. I couldn’t help it. Yes, I was looking forward to Christmas. And Tonia and I were at a point in our lives when a boarding school education seemed like a very real possibility for our children. I had visited Mercersburg Academy years ago when I was in high school, but I convinced my parents it wasn’t the place for me. In retrospect, it was a good decision because I met Tonia the next year, but still, I wanted Katie and James to know they had options. Also, Katie’s swim meet, despite the stifling, thick heat at the pool, had put me in a great mood. She was finally at the top of her eight-and-under age group and had won all four of her events.

“Katie, you’re awesome!” I told her after her third win, the 100-meter individual medley, where she had to swim one length of each stroke. The race was pretty grueling for an eight-year-old, but she had done it and made it look easy. “This is going to be your season, Katie,” I said. “I can feel it.”

Katie was a soccer player by nature and choice, but she could excel in any sport she tried, which she proved that day at the pool. Each year she kept getting taller and stronger. She had a lot of potential, and I couldn’t wait to see what else she could do.

“Here we are,” I announced as we entered Mercersburg’s campus.

We came to a T in the road. Directly in front of us was a large white building with a wide set of cement stairs leading up to four tall columns. The American flag flew proudly on top. The sign announced this was Main Hall, one of the boys’ dormitories. We turned right and I slowly drove around the circle that displayed the library, business offices, the construction site of a brand-new arts center, the gorgeous stone cathedral, and two of the academic buildings.

“I think the gym and the pool are over on the other side of campus,” I told Katie.

“Where’s the soccer field?” she asked. “They do have a soccer team here, right?”

“Yes, of course they do,” Tonia answered. “The fields are probably over near the gym.”

I braked to let a group of four girls cross the street. They wore long, thick winter coats with hoods lined in fur, and their thin teenage legs stuck out the bottom, adorned in sweatpants and jeans. Two of them had backpacks and two others carried bags over their shoulders. They were probably on their way to the library to study on that Saturday afternoon. I could see Katie walking with them six or seven years from now.

“Are those college girls?” James asked. I turned to look at him and saw he had his forehead and nose pressed against the window. His breath made a mark on the glass.

“This is a high school,” Katie answered.

“Oh,” James said and removed his face from the window. “Well, I like college girls.”

Tonia and I looked at each other and tried our best not to laugh out loud. We lived in Carlisle near Dickinson College, which is probably where he picked up that affinity.

“He can’t help it if he knows what he likes,” I said. Tonia squeezed my hand.

As we finished driving the loop around campus and got back on to Route 16, I asked, “So what do you think?”

I saw Katie shrug through the rearview mirror. “It’s okay, I guess,” she said.

“Can we go get our Christmas tree now?” asked James. His eyes opened wide and he literally bounced in his seat, his brown, bowl-cut hair flapping up and down with him.

We continued driving, passing miles of farmland on the left and right, mixed in with a Mennonite church and a couple of old houses. The air smelled faintly of manure, even in the winter. As we neared Greencastle, the houses got larger and more modern.

“Look over there,” Tonia said, pointing out her window. “Do you see that, Katie?”

“That mountain has snow on it.”

“It’s Whitetail Mountain. We haven’t been skiing yet this year, have we?” Tonia said.

And this was the last moment I can accurately remember for the next four weeks.

I never saw the other car in front of us. I don’t know where it came from or where it was going. I don’t remember seeing it hit us. I didn’t hear the sound of squealing brakes because no one braked. I don’t remember the impact of our cars crumbling in a 125-mph head-on collision.

Out of the five people involved in this accident, one of us was dead, three of us were unconscious, and one of us was bleeding but fully conscious.

The mother of the first witness on the scene wrote to Tonia months after the accident. She didn’t know if I had survived. She wrote that after her son heard the crash, he dialed 911 and ran to the car to see if we needed help. What he saw, she wrote, was our eight-year-old daughter crawling into the front seat, over her mom and dad’s unconscious bodies, trying to find our cell phones to call for help.

“Don’t die, Daddy,” she was saying. “Daddy, please don’t die.”





CHAPTER 2 The Descent into Hell

MY HAND REACHES TO FIND Tonia’s.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“I can’t feel my legs.”

Her fingers are warm between mine.

And then, nothing.

There’s a heavy noise like ferocious wind. I’m holding James in my arms. He is warm against my chest. We’re in the sky. Floating. Flying. We’ll be okay, James. Stay with me.

I know I’m in a hospital but I’m viewing it from the ceiling, looking down on a body that I know is mine that I don’t recognize. I’m calm. I feel like air.

I’m wearing a hospital gown walking outside the hospital. It must be night because it’s dark. It’s also cold and raining. Something squishes under my feet, so I look down and see that I’m barefoot and walking through mud. I’m at a door for the hospital trying to get back inside, but for some reason, I can’t. All around me there’s scaffolding and these plastic curtains flapping in the wind protecting a construction site. I try the door again, but it doesn’t open.

A man in a dark suit, fedora hat, and little round glasses stands in the darkness that surrounds me. It’s my grandfather Ulsh. He’s about my age, much younger than I remember him, but I know it’s him.

“You can’t go in right now,” he says.

He turns to walk away but I follow.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

He stops and turns toward me again. “I came to visit you.” As he says this, I feel a calm peacefulness.

“How do we get back in?”

“Your Father will come to get you,” he says. “He loves you very much.”

He waves goodbye and turns and walks away again.

I sit down in some warm mud and wait.

Fifteen days later, I awake. I think it’s the smell that wakes me. It’s not the sterile smell of the hospital. It’s something that cuts through that smell, something like a body, a corpse, but not rotting yet. I don’t know what it is.

A man in white, a nurse with a thick, reddish-brown chinstrap beard, points to two people on the other side of the bed. “Do you know who that is?” he asks.

There’s a man and a woman. I do know them.

“Yep,” I say. “That’s the bulldog!”

I don’t have time to see her reaction before I drift back to sleep.

When I awake again, the same nurse stands beside my bed. “Do you know where you are?” he asks.

“I’m in the hospital,” I answer. I tell him I’m sitting on cartons of a Gatorade-like substance. The cartons are made from a plastic material that sinks a little under my body weight. There are IVs attached to me that connect to these cartons and fill my body with Gatorade. My body is unwell, and it needs these electrolytes to heal, to rebuild my bones. The more liquid my body imbibes, the better I will be. As my body ingests the liquid, the cartons flatten and I sink lower and lower, and a blinding pain shoots through my body.

“How long will it take until my body drinks all of the liquid?” I ask the nurse and point to the cartons beneath me.

“You’re in a hospital bed,” he answers, which is entirely unhelpful.

What is that smell? It wakes me again. The odor overpowers me, and I still don’t know what it is or where it’s coming from. I feel sick. I stop feeling sick when I realize the pain. Pain. Pain. Pain. There’s so much of it that it blinds me, numbs me. Nothing exists except pain.

I want to die.

What has happened to me? Is my family alright?

I know nothing except this unbearable, all-consuming pain.

Give me something to stop the pain!

I pass out again.

I’m neither awake nor sleeping and I wonder where they’ll bury my body. Will it be in Carlisle where I live now or in Millersburg with the rest of my family? I’m stumped. It’s an important decision I’d never thought about before.

I awake and the nurse with the chin-strap beard is taking pans full of my urine and throwing them into a big vat out in the hallway. I wonder why he does that. Maybe it’s the only way to get rid of it. But then pain takes over again and I stop thinking. I’m numb, I’m frozen in pain.

There is Gatorade coming out of tubes that run along the ceiling. Bright orange, red, green, purple, yellow bursts of Gatorade spit from the ceiling.

There are more nurses throwing more urine and Gatorade into the vat in the hall. Why are they doing this? Where is all this pain coming from? And what is that smell?

I hear screaming—loud, long, and sonorous—but I don’t know where it’s coming from. It sounds far away, but it feels very close.

“Do you know where you are?” the nurse asks.

My voice tells him I’m in the hospital. But I do not see a hospital. I’m still imbibing Gatorade through my veins. I’m not well yet. There’s pain.

I realize I can’t move my legs. I tell the nurse my legs won’t move. He continues to help the other nurses throw colored liquids into the hallway. Pain.

I close my eyes, and skulls and the devil’s face float in front of me. Strobe lights of every color flash behind the faces. I open my eyes to make it stop, but I can’t keep them open. This is when I hear the screaming again, erupting from my own mouth.

I am not in a hospital. I am in a funhouse from hell.

Tonia is here. I can feel her holding my hand. I can still move my hands but not my legs. She tells me James is in the hospital, too, a few floors above me. There’s pain in her face when she tells me I can’t see him yet.

“That’s okay,” I tell her. “Because I can just close my eyes and I can see him.” I knew he was upstairs in a play area like Chuck E. Cheese with lots of tunnels and ball pits and games. “He doesn’t like it there,” I tell her. “But I know he’s doing okay.”

Today, I don’t want to die. I know my family will be okay. My pain is unbearable, but at least it is my pain and not theirs. I still don’t understand what happened. There was a crash, I know that. I know James and I were flown to Hershey Medical Center. I don’t know anything else, or I can’t remember.

Was it my fault?

How can I live with myself if it was? The thought increases the pain, and I can do nothing but close my eyes.

When my eyes are closed, I’m watching James. He can sometimes see me too. He smiles and waves.

All I want is some grape Gatorade and no one here will give it to me. They give me sponges soaked in water that taste like metal. They give me pieces of ice that taste like metal. I ask the nurse aide, again, for grape Gatorade. She says she’ll see what she can do. She comes back a few minutes later but all she gives me is a shot glass–sized cup of water. It tastes like I’m licking steel.

When my brother-in-law Ron comes to visit later that day I say, “Please, can you get me some grape Gatorade? That’s all I want. Grape Gatorade, please.”

He goes down to the hospital cafeteria and returns with a cup full of Gatorade. My mouth begins to salivate in anticipation, but when I look into the cup, I do not see the purple liquid I expect.

“All they had was orange,” Ron says.

“I don’t want it,” I tell him. “All I want is grape Gatorade.”

Ron leaves again. I don’t know where he goes, but when he comes back he has two plastic bottles filled with purple fluid. Grape Gatorade Frost. My eyes light up like a kid’s on Christmas. Ron pours some into a small plastic cup, inserts a straw, and helps me drink one small sip. I let the flavor linger on my tongue.

But the grape Gatorade tastes like metal, too, just like everything else.

“Do you know where you are?” the nurse asks. She’s writing my statistics on a chart.

“Today, I’m in Arizona,” I tell her. I describe where I am. I’m at a golf tournament but I’m still stuck in my hospital bed. I’m not allowed on the golf course, so I have to keep the bed near the locker room. But on his way into the locker room, Tiger Woods stops and says hello.

I’ll be back on the golf course soon, I hope.

“Do you know where you are?” the nurse asks.

“Today, I’m in a spaceship,” I tell her. I am high above the Earth, looking down on the globe of green and blue with white clouds circling around it. I’m trying to figure out how Earth came to be, and I’m getting really frustrated because I can’t remember. I’m trying to piece together the planet’s history. When were the Romans in power? Or the Greeks?

I don’t come to any conclusions.

“Do you know where you are?” the nurse asks.

“I’m in the hospital,” I answer.

The nurse is a woman, and she smiles as she writes notes on her charts and leaves the room.

I tell her this because I know now that’s where I’m supposed to be, even if that’s not what it feels like. But I can now recognize the worried faces and the erratic scribbling on my charts when I give answers other than this one. I don’t want the nurse to change my pain medication, again, which decreases my chances of ever knowing exactly where or when I am.

Every shift a nurse writes their name, the nurse aide’s name, the day of the week, and the date on the white dry-erase board on the wall in front of my bed. Then they ask me if I know what day it is, and I read the date they’ve written on the board. It would be helpful if they included where we were, too, but I learn that the answer is always the same: Hershey Medical Center in Hershey, Pennsylvania. I’m in the hospital.

I know I’m in the hospital, but this room is different. It’s in an old house with high beams in the ceiling. It reminds me of a cozy bed and breakfast cottage but with modern medical equipment.

I have to go to the bathroom. I don’t remember that I have a catheter. I think I have to use the bedpan. I’ve pressed the call button, but no one comes to help me and I really have to go. My voice isn’t loud enough to call for help. The bedpan is just a few feet away and I bet if I can just move over a little bit and reach for it, I can grab it. I need to get it because I refuse to pee in bed.

I’ve misjudged the closeness of the bedpan and now I’m hanging off the side of the bed, with no way to pull myself back up. My voice is not loud enough but I try to use it before I fall completely out of bed. My nurse finally comes running in and helps me.

“What were you trying to do?” she asks.

“I needed to go to the bathroom,” I say.

“Do you know where you are?” the nurse asks.

“I’m in the hospital,” I answer.

But this place is like none I’ve ever seen. I’m lying in a hospital bed in a large lobby filled with others in hospital beds and there are visitors all around. We’re on the top floor and there’s a staircase and ramp in the center of the room that lead down to other floors and the whole way down to the ground floor where the trauma unit is, where I used to be.

I’m able to wheel my bed along the center ramp, which curves down to the other floors like a corkscrew. I go only one floor down, to the nurses’ station, and stay in front of the TV. Tonia’s brother Ceylon visits while I’m down there. He tells me it’s an icy, snowy day, and Tonia will be a little later than normal.

“Can you get me some deodorant?” I ask. “I can’t even stand the smell of myself anymore.”

He returns in a few moments with some deodorant in a white container with a green lid. Instantly that smell, the one that’s been plaguing me—the rough, earthy smell, like someone’s opened a can of fishing worms—is gone.


MY REALITY

These are my memories of the hospital—a large clash of drug-induced hallucinations, dreams, and vague memories. I really did think I could close my eyes and see James a few floors above. I really did think I was in a spaceship. I really did see rainbows of Gatorade shooting from pipes along the ceiling. That was my reality those first few weeks.

I was given a 3 percent chance to survive. I was in a coma for eighteen days while the doctors performed surgeries to put my body back together. On the seventeenth day, they tried to take me out of the coma, but my body could not cope without the ventilator. On day eighteen, it could.

I really was in numbing, mind-stopping pain. I really did want to die. I pushed the morphine button as often as possible. I did this more out of habit than because it brought any relief. Because of my broken back I could not sit up and I spent this entire time lying on my back, facing the ceiling. I do remember seeing Tonia, my parents, my brother Andy, Tonia’s brothers, John Peters, and my coworkers, among many others.

I really did keep asking for grape Gatorade. I really did call Tonia “the bulldog” the first time I saw her, but I don’t remember that. I did hear my deceased grandfather tell me to wait for my father. Whether that meant my earthly father or heavenly Father, I don’t know or don’t remember. I did dream about the plastic curtains and steel beams of a construction site, but I didn’t realize until months later, on my first trip back to Hershey Medical Center, that this construction site did exist, it did envelop the outside of my first room, even if I never saw it in person. I did not get to see my daughter or son at all while in the hospital. In my memory, I held James in my arms during the entire helicopter ride to the hospital, but in reality, I did not.

Pain, above all else, remains my most vivid memory.

Although my reality was, at times, like a funhouse from hell, I’m sure it was much better than Tonia’s reality during those few weeks. Even through the hallucinations and dreams, I can still remember her face above mine. She was keeping herself together, holding strong for me and the kids. But after being with her for eighteen years, I could clearly read the expression on her face. It said, “This is not a good situation, but I’m here for you.”






CHAPTER 3 No Way Home

ONE OF MY FAVORITE MEMORIES in the hospital—real, non-hallucinatory—was when my entire office staff came to visit. Usually, we spent Thursdays caravanning to look at houses, but this Thursday, they came to see me instead. They brought a deck of playing cards as a gift, each card featuring a photo of them at the office wearing swim caps. The ridiculousness of it made me laugh—one of the first real laughs since the accident.

A week before the crash, I had been riding in a coworker’s car and found her daughter’s swim cap. Naturally, I put it on and walked through a house tour like that. It was stupid, it was funny, it was just who we were. So now, here they were, sitting around my hospital bed, trying to gauge how much of me was left inside this broken body.

“It’s okay,” I told them. “I know I look like I just got hit by a car.”

That cracked the tension, and soon they were joking with me again. Moments like that mattered. They reminded me that I was still me. That I could still find ways to laugh, even in this wrecked state.


DROWNING IN A BROKEN BODY

I had avoided looking at myself. But as more visitors came, I began to wonder what they saw. One day, I grabbed my phone, turned the camera on, and took a picture. I hesitated before flipping it around.

Did I really want to see?

When I finally looked, I barely















TAKING INVENTORY OF THE DAMAGE
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