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TABLE OF CONTENTS 

For this final installment, I made the 

decision to remove the traditional Table of Contents. I didn’t want to spoil any chapter titles or give away where this story is about to take you.  

This book is meant to be experienced the way life is lived — moment by moment, page by page, without looking ahead to see what’s coming next. 

This is the finale, the last piece of a journey that changed me forever, and I want you to step into it with an open heart and no roadmap… just trust, curiosity, and the same courage it took for me to write these pages. 

So, no Table of Contents — just the raw 

story, exactly how it unfolded. 

I hope you enjoy every chapter, every 

emotion, every twist, and every truth that led me here. Thank you for reading.  
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It means more to me than you’ll ever know. 

 

Love Joseph Behnke, 

[image: ]
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Chapter One: The 

Breakup That Changed 

Everything 

 

We were all over each other. Just days before Valentine’s Day, we were laughing, flirting, texting at night like nothing could break us. Even when we fought, there was still love in the tension. That’s what made it all so hard to understand. That’s what made it hurt so much more. Because there was still so much love between us. I never thought it would be the last time.

February 13th. We had a fight. It wasn’t the

worst we ever had, just one of those

emotionally charged arguments that left us

both raw. He got quiet, I got defensive. But

like always, we came back. We always did.

Jack texted me the next morning like we were still us.

“I miss u so much bae. I’ll see u at 9.

Maggiano’s. Little Italy. Greenville.”
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I smiled when I read it. I felt safe again. I felt like we were okay. That the fight was behind us. That love was still louder than whatever went wrong. I got ready, did my hair, picked

my outfit, sprayed the cologne he liked. I was excited. He was working at the ER in Greenville, so I expected he might be late.

But the time kept moving, and Jack never

showed.

9:00 passed. Then 9:30. Then 10:00. My heart began to ache. The silence became heavy. At 10:30, I sent him one last message: “Jack baby, I’m going home. Goodnight. I love you so much. Hope you’re talking to me in the morning.”

I didn’t know it at the time, but those were the last words I’d ever send him.

I went home that night confused but not

broken. I thought maybe he was upset. Maybe he was just overwhelmed from work. I took off the clothes I wore for him and went to bed around 11:30 PM, thinking I’d wake up to a

message.

Instead, my phone lit up at 3:30 AM. It was his momma.

“Jack crashed. He drove into a tree.”
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My body froze. My heart cracked wide open. I thought it was just a terrible accident.

Something that could be fixed. Something he could come back from. I rushed to the hospital — his hospital — and begged God the whole way there to let him be okay.

They let me sit with him. For four hours, I held his hand, talked to him, told him I loved him, that we could fix whatever needed fixing. I whispered prayers and promises. I waited for him to move.

At 9:30 AM, the doctor looked at us and said the words that destroyed everything: “He’s brain dead.”

My whole body went numb. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t accept it. Just hours ago, we were texting. Just hours ago, I was sitting in a restaurant waiting for him to walk through the door. How could this be real?

And then, after the machines went silent, after he was pronounced, they told us what they found.

Jack had taken 800mg of morphine before getting into the car.
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It wasn’t an accident.

It was intentional.

He had made a decision.

While I was sitting at Maggiano’s, waiting, he was on his way to say goodbye — for good.

And I didn’t know. I had no idea the person I loved most in the world was planning to leave it.

His momma told me he left letters. She

opened hers first. It read:

“Tell Joseph I love him. I love you Momma. I miss you guys the most right now. But I couldn’t handle the world.”

There’s a letter for me too. I still haven’t

opened it. It’s in a box with the rest of his

things. Still sealed. Still untouched. I don’t

know when — or if — I ever will. Because

opening that letter means facing everything

I’ve spent months trying to bury. It means

hearing his goodbye in his own words. And

I’m not ready.

But what I am ready to admit — finally — is

this:

There’s a part of me that still believes it was

my fault.
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I know what people say. I know what the

therapists say. I know what logic says. But

guilt doesn’t care about reason. Guilt doesn’t care about truth. It only knows how to ask questions you can’t answer.

I replay that fight over and over in my head. I think about what I could’ve said differently.

What if I had called one more time? What if I had shown up anyway? What if I had said something that would’ve made him stay?

I got ready for a dinner he never planned to

attend. I was sitting in a restaurant holding

hope while he was already gone. That kind of pain doesn’t just break you — it rewires you. It makes you question your worth. It makes you wonder, “Was I not enough?”

I’ve cried so many nights asking God why I

didn’t see it coming. Why I wasn’t enough to stop it. Why he didn’t call me. Why he didn’t say goodbye to me.

But then I remember what his letter said.

He loved me.

He missed me.

He couldn't handle the world — not me.

Jack didn’t die because I failed him. Jack died because the world failed to give him a 
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place to heal. And maybe… I was one of

the few places where he ever felt safe.

I have to hold onto that. Because if I don’t, the guilt will drown me.

This chapter doesn’t end in healing. It doesn’t end in strength. It ends in silence. In a missed dinner. In a goodbye I never got to speak. In a letter I still can’t bring myself to read.

This is how Before 21  in the middle of mayhem begins.

With a boy who was supposed to meet me at 9.

With a love that didn’t fade, but got stolen by the weight of a world too heavy for his heart. With a grief that still leaves me breathless.

Jack was my peace.

Jack was my heart.

And now, Jack is my forever.

And this book…

This book is how I keep him alive.
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Chapter Two: The Day 

My World Shattered

 

There’s the moment you hear they’re gone — and then there’s the moment it hits you that they’re not coming back. For me, those two

things didn’t happen at the same time.

When the doctor said “brain dead,” it felt like everything inside me caved in. But it still didn’t feel real. Even when the monitors went flat.

Even when the nurses stepped away. Even

when his hand grew colder under mine — I

kept waiting for something to shift. A miracle. A gasp. A twitch. A do-over. Anything.

But nothing came.

And when I walked out of that hospital, I

walked into a world that kept moving. Cars

honked. Phones buzzed. People laughed. It

was like life didn’t get the memo that someone I loved had just died. That my world had just shattered.

I remember standing in the hospital parking lot and looking up at the sky. It was blue.
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Peaceful. And I hated that. I hated that the

sun still rose. I hated that the air still moved. I hated that the universe had the audacity to keep spinning when mine had stopped.

I don’t remember much about the first few

days after Jack passed. It’s all a blur of people asking if I was okay and me lying to their faces. What was I supposed to say? That I

was empty? That the sound of his name made my lungs stop working? That I hadn’t eaten since the night before Valentine’s Day and

couldn’t bring myself to care?

Everyone had advice.

“Stay busy.”

“Give it time.”

“Be strong.”

But no one had answers. Not for the guilt. Not for the silence. Not for the way my chest physically hurt like grief had hands and it was sitting on top of me.

I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t look at my phone without checking for a text that I knew would never come. I’d open our old messages just to reread his words. I’d stare at our pictures like maybe I could fall back into them. Like maybe if I just focused hard
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enough, I could bring the memory to life —

hear his laugh, smell his skin, feel his warmth.

I’d wake up in the middle of the night thinking he texted. I'd swear I heard his voice. I’d reach for my phone like maybe this time the

silence would break. But it never did.

Grief messes with your body. I wasn’t just sad — I was sick. My hands would shake when someone asked me how I was doing. My

chest would tighten every time I opened

Instagram and saw pictures of couples —

smiling, loving, living. I couldn’t even listen to music. Everything reminded me of him. Every love song turned into a goodbye. Every sad song turned into a breakdown.

People kept talking about how strong I was.

But the truth is, I was disappearing. Fading

behind fake smiles and “I’m fines.” I showed up when I had to. I answered when people asked. I smiled in pictures and posted quotes that made me look like I was healing. But inside, I was barely functioning.

I didn’t want to talk to anyone. Not because I didn’t care, but because I didn’t have the words to explain what I was feeling. How do

you tell someone that your soul feels cracked? That your future just vanished? That you can’t 
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imagine a tomorrow that doesn’t have him in it?

I remember sitting in my room one night,

scrolling through the last conversation Jack

and I had. Just staring at the words “I miss u so much bae.” My fingers hovered over the screen like if I touched it just right, maybe he’d answer. Maybe I’d get one more “I love you.” One more “I’m okay.” One more anything.

But all I got was silence.

Losing someone to suicide feels like being

robbed and blamed for it at the same time.

You’re left holding all the questions, all the

memories, all the what-ifs, while everyone

else keeps moving forward. I couldn’t. I was

stuck. Paralyzed by pain I didn’t have

language for.

Some people stayed by my side. Others

vanished. Some didn’t know what to say, so

they said nothing at all. And that’s when I

learned — grief exposes people. It shows you who’s willing to sit in the dark with you and who only came around for the light.

I felt abandoned. Not just by Jack. But by the world. By the people who should’ve asked 
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more. Who should’ve known he was

struggling. Who should’ve shown up.

I know that sounds unfair. I know most people didn’t know. But the truth is, when you love someone that much and they choose to leave, you look for someone to blame. And when no one else is around, you start blaming yourself.

I blamed myself every hour of every day.

And I started to wonder if I was worth anything at all.

It wasn’t just the grief that was drowning me

— it was the guilt. The guilt of not calling

again. Of not showing up to the hospital

sooner. Of not knowing he was in that much pain. Of thinking he just bailed on dinner, when in reality, he was preparing to leave

everything behind.

And then there was the letter.

Still unopened.

Still in a box.

Still waiting.

I couldn’t open it. I still haven’t. Because I’m

terrified of reading the last thing he ever wrote to me. I’m scared it will ruin me — or worse, confirm the fears I carry. That I wasn’t enough
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to make him stay. That he loved me, but not enough to keep holding on.

I know deep down that’s not true.

I know he loved me.

But guilt doesn’t care about truth.

Guilt only cares about could haves. About what ifs. About everything I didn’t say.

That was the day my world truly shattered — not when the doctor spoke, not when the machines turned off, not when I left the

hospital. It shattered the moment I realized I had to wake up again. The moment I had to get dressed. Go to work. Answer a call. Smile for someone else’s comfort. Pretend I wasn’t drowning in something I couldn’t explain.

I walked through the next few weeks in a

daze. Alive, but not living. Smiling, but not

feeling. Functioning, but barely. Every day felt like dragging a hundred pounds of sadness behind me and calling it progress. I wasn’t

surviving. I was floating in numbness. Afraid to feel anything, because I knew once I did, I’d collapse.

That was the day I realized grief doesn’t end with death.

It begins with survival.
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Chapter Three: Sleeping 

in Silence

The nights were the worst.

During the day, I could fake it. I could move

through tasks, nod my head, answer

messages, say “I’m okay” enough times that people eventually stopped asking. I could distract myself with noise — music, TikTok,

texts from people who didn’t know how broken I actually was. I could smile through the ache, hold back the tears, and pretend I was strong.

But at night, the world got quiet.

And that’s when the grief got loud.

Losing Jack felt like a hundred different knives in one place. But the sharpest cuts always came when the sun went down. That was

when my thoughts started crawling out of the corners I tried to push them into. That was when the room felt too still. When the air got heavy. When my body felt too full of emotions and too hollow to move at the same time.

I’d lay in bed and stare at the ceiling like it

might answer me.

Why did he do it?
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Why didn’t he text me again?

Why didn’t I go to him?

Why didn’t I just know?

I’d turn over his last words in my mind again and again.

“I miss u so much bae. I’ll see u at 9.”

I wanted to believe it. I still do. That he meant it. That he believed we had more time. But part of me wonders if it was his way of

softening the goodbye. One last comfort

before he let go of everything.

I was laying in bed the night he died. Thinking he just bailed. Thinking he was mad. Thinking I’d wake up and hear from him. That we’d work through it in the morning like we always did. I didn’t know he was already gone — or fading — while I was staring at my phone

wondering why he wasn’t answering.

That memory doesn’t go away.

Even now, I still find myself reaching for my

phone at night like maybe he’ll come back

through the lock screen. Like maybe the

silence will break. Like maybe he’ll say he’s

sorry. That he’s okay now. That he didn’t

mean to leave.
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But that message never comes.

It never will.

The bed that once felt soft now felt like stone. My pillow, soaked. My body, stiff. I’d toss and turn until my sheets were a mess, trying to find a position where I could breathe — not

physically, but emotionally. I’d hug my blanket like it could protect me from the memories.

But nothing could shield me from grief. It was inside me.

I couldn’t stop reliving the last week. The fight. The dinner plans. The silence. The crash. The hospital. The moment they said “brain dead.” The morphine. The letter. The unopened letter. The goodbye I never heard.

Every detail looped in my mind like it was

trying to teach me a lesson I didn’t want to

learn. I’d ask myself questions I already knew had no answers. I was begging for a way to rewrite it — as if thinking hard enough could change what happened.

Some nights I’d dream of him. And those

dreams hit different.

I’d hear his laugh. I’d see him walk in, smile, wrap his arms around me like nothing had 
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happened. Like we were still planning dinner. Still figuring it out. Still in love. Still here.

And in those dreams, I didn’t want to wake up. I’d fight to stay asleep just to hear him say my name again.

But I always woke up. Alone. Again.

And waking up after seeing him in my

dreams? That was another kind of heartbreak. Because I had to lose him all over again.

Every single time. I’d sit up in bed, heart

racing, trying not to scream. Trying not to sob. Trying to remind myself that it was just a dream — but also wishing it wasn’t.

Other nights, I’d sit in complete darkness. Not crying. Not moving. Just existing in pain. My body heavy, my brain loud. My heart tired. I didn’t want to scroll. I didn’t want to talk. I

didn’t want to think. I just wanted to disappear — not die, just disappear from the pressure of being a person everyone still expected to function.

No one tells you how much grief messes with your body. I
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