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Connor's Climb: Son's suicide prompts Ball to raise awareness

Tara Holmes Ball contines her work to
raise awareness about suicide education
and prevention in New Hampshire through
Connor's Climb. Her son, Connor L. Ball,
died by suicide at age 14 on Oct. 24,
2011. Photo by Rich
Beauchesne/Seacoastonline

EXETER – Suicide is the tenth leading cause of death for all ages, and second leading cause of death among 10- to 24-
year-olds, according to the National Center for Disease Control.

Monday marks the beginning of National Suicide Prevention week, and Tara Holmes Ball of Exeter, along with mental
health professionals across the state, are hoping awareness continues to be raised. Their message: There is hope and
there is help.

Ball takes the issue deeply to heart. In 2011, her 14-year-old son Connor, an Exeter High School freshman, died by
suicide without warning, devastating a family and a school community. Ball says the early days of her grieving remain
"a blur," but it wasn't long before she began to take action.

She is now one of the state's highest-profile and most passionate advocates of suicide prevention and awareness
education, having been recognized for her work by Gov. Maggie Hassan and named a hero by the New Hampshire Red
Cross. On Sunday, Sept. 13, the third annual Connor's Climb 5K and Family Walk will be held at Exeter High School in
honor of Connor and to raise money for expanded education and awareness in schools. Connor's Climb is a nonprofit
founded by Ball in 2012 and incorporated as a 501(c)3 organization this year.

Ball on Friday spoke about her broken heart, the memory of her son and the important work of Connor's Climb and
numerous other organizations in the state.

Connor was "your average 14-year-old kid," Ball said. He was an honor student, an Eagle Scout, loved to play hockey
and baseball, and had great friends and a great brother. The day of Connor's passing, nothing seemed out of the
ordinary. Ball said she went to a board meeting and got a pizza for her son before the discovery that turned her world upside down.

"A lot of the initial days are a blur," Ball said when asked about how she coped. "Our family and friends surrounded us, but we were in shock."

Time has done little to numb the pain. "It's there every day,” she said. “It's like having a broken heart. Clearly, you have to continue and take control of your
life ... but it doesn't ever go away. Not a minute goes by that I don't think of him.”

Connor's brother, now a junior at Exeter High, had a particularly difficult time, but had the support of Connor's friends who rallied around him, she said. "It's
difficult not to have your brother,” Ball said. “It helped him that all of his brother's friends were there and treated him like a brother.”

Ball's pain and loss eventually spurred her to action in 2012 as she put together the Connor's Climb runs and organization, and brought her message to
Concord and area schools on a regular basis. According to Ball, some of the educational programs Connor's Climb helps to fund have already made an impact
in the Exeter school system.

She said some kids who went through the program while at the Cooperative Middle School are now at the high school and recently heard an older boy saying
some concerning things.

"They let him know that they cared and they told an adult,” Ball said. “It turned out he had a plan for that night, but he was hospitalized and helped ... When
kids and adults know what to do, that's when it works."

Ball found a measure of solace in an unexpected place after Connor's death. Former Red Sox pitcher John Trautwein, whose own son died by suicide in 2010,
connected with her and, with his Will to Live Foundation, partnered with her for the Connor's Climb events.

"When I talked to him for the first time – someone who had experienced the same thing – I don't know how to explain it exactly, but there was a sense of relief
that we weren't the only ones going through this," she said.

When Trautwein joined the crowd at last year's Connor's Climb, the message he gave to those attending was simple – "I love you, man," can go a long way.

Nicole Dionne, child, adolescent and family services team leader at Seacoast Mental Health of Portsmouth, agrees with Ball on the signs friends, teachers and
parents should watch for in adolescents. Warning signs can include drastic changes in behavior and sleeping patterns, isolating behavior, tearfulness, loss of
interest in activities and telling statements about not wanting to live anymore or hating one's life.

Dionne said it can be difficult at times to differentiate between normal adolescent angst or mild depression and danger signs, but the bottom line is
communication and supervision. "Kids and adolescents are surrounded by so many people on a daily basis now that these things can sometimes be caught

http://www.seacoastonline.com/


more quickly," she said.

She added that young people's postings on social media can sometimes raise red flags, but it's important to teach students and teachers to recognize "kids still
have a really hard time asking for help."

In Dionne's nearly 10 years of experience in the mental health field, some of the self-harming behavior among children and adolescents appears to have
increased. However, that perceived increase may partially be a positive, she said, as it's clear young people are talking about their anxiety and depression more
now.

"They feel more comfortable now,” she said. “It's not like it didn't exist before, people are just talking about it more now. Luckily, there is also more access to
resources and help.”

Connor's memory lives on through Ball and her work, and privately, she and her son on Connor's birthday do things he would have liked to do. Connor also
still gets an ornament on the Christmas tree.

Ball said people need to understand the gravity of the situation, the possibilities for saving lives, and, for those mired in depression or having dangerous
thoughts, that help is available.

"It can get better. It will get better," she said. "If people get the help that they need, it can."

The Connor's Climb 5K and Family Walk is on Sunday, Sept. 13 at Exeter High School. For more information, visit www.connorsclimb.org.

The National Alliance for the Mentally Ill website, www.naminh.org, offers information for parents, educators, writers and those experiencing depression. The
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline can be called 24 hours a day, seven days a week at (800) 273-8255.
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