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the cards but insisted that we play another 
game. I so wanted to win that game, not for 
me, but for her so that she could rest. 
   Nanny was the first person that taught 
me about death. One weekend, while 
hanging out in her kitchen, she gently told 
me that she was going to die. She was so 
accepting, and I felt that in her voice. Hear-
ing about death from her did not seem like 
a scary thing. She spoke of it as a part of 
life. Little did I know that Nanny’s beautiful 
acceptance of death was something that I 
was going to have to draw from all too 
soon in my own life. 
   When I was 18, my brother Billy died in a 
scuba diving accident. I am the fourth of 

P eople say it can’t happen 
twice, but it did. People say 
they would never be able to 

live or be happy again if it happened 
twice to them, but they have, and 
they are. Here, the Riordan sisters 
share their stories of how their lives 
were impacted by the deaths of their 
brother and sister, Bill and Carol.  

W hen we approached Genie 
and Richard Riordan and 
asked if they would tell us 

about losing two of their children, 
the family got together and “met 
about it.” They decided that this fam-
ily’s story, already told from the par-
ents’ perspective on our DVD, Por-
traits of Hope, would be told this 
time from the hearts and minds of 
their children. This is the story of the 
Riordan family, told by Trish Riordan 
Torrey and Kathy Riordan. 
 

By Trish Riordan Torrey 
   Christmastime often triggers past 
memories for me.  It is a time for 
family.  However, when your family 
has been painfully altered by the 
death of a sibling, those memories 
deliver painful blows to the already 
tender heart. 
   When I was 14 years old, my 
grandmother, Nanny, was quite sick 
with stomach cancer. Through all 
her pain and weakness, she loved to 
play cards with me. Just before she 
died, we were playing 500 Rummy, 
and she won. She could barely hold 

five children, Billy being the old-
est, then Mary Beth, Kathy, my-
self, and my youngest sister, 
Carol. 
   In a strange way, I convinced 
myself that Billy was the type of 
person that was meant to die 
early. I told myself that he knew 
how to live—he enjoyed life, and  
I believe he died happy. He took 
risks all too often.  Finally, he 
went out scuba diving alone to get 
some clams for  friends and didn’t 
come back.  A fishing boat found 
his body ten days later. 
   Right after Billy’s funeral, I at-
tended my first day of college. I 
cried myself to sleep every night 
for the first few months. As one 
year went into the next, I took a 
course on ethics. Having been 
asked to write about my own per-
sonal ethics, I wrote on “Respect 
for Life.” It was from the experi-
ence of the death of someone so 
close that I truly felt how fragile 
life could be. 
   My senior year of college I went 
to Spain to study for the first se-
mester. I called my family and 
said that I wanted to visit our rela-
tives in Czechoslovakia and re-
turn home soon after spending 
Christmas abroad. This would 

(Continued on page 2) 
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have been my first Christmas away 
from my family. Much to my surprise, 
when I arrived home, I discovered that 
my sister Carol suggested postponing 
our family’s celebration of Christmas 
until my return. To this day that mem-
ory brings warm, loving tears to my 
eyes. 
   As I headed back to school in early 
January, I did not know that was going 
to be the last time I would see Carol.  
Just 18, Carol died on February 7 of  
cardiac arrest brought on by anorexia.  
The guttural scream I let out upon re-
ceiving the news of her death came 

from a place deep inside me. “This 
can’t happen twice in one family; it just 
can’t!” I couldn’t rationalize Carol’s 
death the way I had Billy’s. Carol strug-
gled with too much at an early age. I 
felt that life wasn’t as easy for Carol as 
it had been for Billy. And Carol had 
been sick, but she was getting better. 
She wasn’t supposed to die. 
   I was flying home for Carol’s funeral, 
and the lady next to me on the plane  
asked why I was out of school. I have 

no idea what I said, other than the 
fact that I could not tell her the real 
reason I was going home. How could 
she believe me? I didn’t believe it 
myself. 

   People who have lost siblings 
search for the way to answer the of-
ten-asked question, “How many sib-
lings do you have?” I have two older 
siblings, Mary Beth and Kathy. Then 
they say, “Oh, so you are the young-
est?”  Well, actually not. I had a 
younger sister . . . .  To this day, de-
pending upon the situation, I only 
share the information that feels right 
to me at the time. 
   A number of years ago, I went to 
my 10-year college reunion at Colo-
rado College. I did not know what to 
expect. After flying to Colorado, I 
rented a car and started driving to-

ward the campus. Out of what felt like 
nowhere, I burst into tears. However, 
these were cathartic tears. I suddenly 
realized how difficult those four years 
in college had been. I lost two siblings, 
and my parents got divorced. At the 
time, I did not see it as being any dif-
ferent than what others were going 
through. Ten years later, I let myself off 
the hook. I acknowledged myself, and I 
cried for myself. It was quite liberating. 
   As a sibling who lost a brother and 
sister, I learned certain truths at such a 
young age. When people say,  “Don’t 
worry, nothing will happen,”  even 
though I know they are usually right, in 
the back of my mind, I simply don’t be-
lieve them. After all, it not only hap-
pened once, but twice in our family. 
   I often go back to that memory of my 
grandmother telling me that she was 
going to die. The amazing feeling that I 
took away from that conversation was 
an acceptance of death. Death is part 
of the cycle of life, and that means that 
each moment we have for ourselves 
and with one another is precious. 
   “Nanny, you gave me a wonderful 
gift.” 

By Kathy Riordan 
   Thirty years have gone by since the 
deaths of my brother, Bill, and sister, 

(Continued on page 6) 

Thank You, Dear Co-Workers 
by Martha Morrison 

 
  My son’s name is Dameon S. Nor-
man, and in 2006 his life was taken by an-
other. As a staff member in UCLA’s Oncol-
ogy Department, I decided to thank my co-
workers for all of the love and support they 
have given to me. Here is the letter I wrote 
and what I did. 
Dear Oncology Center Staff: 
  A year ago today my life was completely 
changed forever. A year ago today I lost my 
first-born son. A year ago today my true 
friends and family bent over backwards to 
show me their unconditional love, caring, 
kindness and support. Today is a very diffi-
cult day for me, and I have taken this day to 
remember not only my beloved son, but to 
also remember and keep in mind all of the 
love and support that you have given me. 
Because of all you have done, I would like 
to convey this to all of you from the bottom 
of my heart. 
 Grief is defined as the mental suffering or 
distress over affliction of loss. Now if only 

grief were really that simple.  As a griev-
ing mother, what truly best describes me 
and my grief is this: A grieving mother is 
like no one else. We are set apart, all of 
us, members of a sisterhood that we want 
no part of. No one… not your friends, 
family, not even the husband or father of 
your child, understands what you really 
go through. 
  A grieving mother is an ocean of secret 
heartaches. A grieving mother wears a 
smile for the world, even as her heart is 
breaking. We are given small-talk when 
what we really need is a hug. We are told 
how strong we are, when all we really 
want to do is scream. We hide our pain 
for the sake of others. 
 So, as I celebrate the memory of my 
beloved son today, I also celebrate the 
wonderful support that you have ex-
tended to me. I want to take this time to 
thank you for giving me the hugs I need 

       Growing Ideas 
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to get through the day, for lending an ear 
and giving me time to compose myself on 
those really difficult days, and for recogniz-
ing that I am just human, a woman who is 
not perfect and has setbacks just like eve-
ryone else. The genuine kindness and sup-
port that you have expressed and continue 
to express to me each and every given day 
is priceless; for that I will be eternally grate-
ful. 
  As a small token of my appreciation and in 
honor of the 1st year anniversary of 
Dameon’s life, I have set up a cake for you 
all to enjoy.  
  Thank you for all you do each and every 
given day. You truly make a difference in a 
person’s life. 
 
Respectfully your friend and 
colleague, 
Martha Morrison 

The Gift of Family (Continued from Page 1) 

E ach moment we have 
for ourselves and with 

one another is pre-
cious. 

Billy Riordan 

Carol Riordan 



others may all be affected. Common 
grief reactions have been outlined in our 
September 2004 newsletter found on our 
website at griefHaven.org.  
   No matter how intense our grief 
experiences may be, they are temporary. 
Those experiencing a loss  are often 

afraid to experience their grief. They are 
afraid of getting stuck in the flood of 
tears or rage, and even of going crazy. 
Others feel that they are weak for hav-
ing intense feelings and for being out of 
control at times. But it’s important to 

(Continued on page 7) 

invest it elsewhere. 
This takes time and 
hard work. Without 
healthy grieving, a 

part of us remains tied to the past, and 
reinvesting in life may seem impossible, 
or even a betrayal. 
   Grieving is not forgetting. Healthy 
grieving results in our acknowledging 
the important places our lost children 
have within our lives. This will lead to a 
newfound sense of acceptance, rather 
than constant, searing pain, and often a 
deeper spiritual understanding and com-
mitment to our life’s purpose. 
   No two people are likely to experience 
grief in exactly the same way. The way 
we think and feel, the way our body 
functions, and the way we interact with 

Q I lost my daughter 11 months ago.  Everyone 
says we must grieve, yet the pain that comes 

with it is so relentless at times, and I find myself 
wanting to do anything but grieve.  Why must we 
grieve?  And what is considered healthy grieving? 
 

A I am very sorry to hear about your 
daughter. I hope you are finding 

some comfort and support through our 
foundation services.  Yours is such an 
often-asked and important question that 
we decided this holiday issue would be a 
good time to address it. Thank you for 
asking. 
   Grief is a normal, biologically pro-
grammed response to loss. The grieving 
process is designed by nature to help 
“free up” energy that is bound to the lost 
person, so that we might eventually re-

Page 3 “What cannot be said will get wept.” 
                      — Jim Harrison, 1937 

You Asked . . .                  with Dr. Roger Dafter 

In Loving Memory:  

William O’Brien Riordan 

Carol Ann Riordan 

Carol Ann Riordan 

William O’Brien Riordan 

Billy, Trish, Mary Beth, Kathy, Dad, Carol & Mom 

Carol at Becky 
Thatcher Camp 

Dad, Billy, Mom at  
Holy Communion 

a 

picture 

is 

worth a thousand 
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G rief is a normal, biologi-
cally programmed re-
sponse to loss. 

Dad, Carol, Mom at Carol’s 
First Communion 



proved by GoodSearch.com as one of the 
nonprofit foundations people can choose 
each time they do a search on the internet. 
GoodSearch is affiliated with Yahoo, so its 
search engine is just as powerful and effi-
cient.  

S tarting NOW, you can begin using 
GoodSearch.com for all of your Inter-

net searches. It’s SO simple. Follow these 
easy instructions. Do steps 2 through 4 
only the first time. From then on, you do 
your searches by going to Good-
Search.com and putting your search into 
the blank bar (just as with Google or Ya-
hoo now). 
1. Go to GoodSearch.com. 
2. You will see a box that says “Who do 

you GoodSearch for?” In the blank 
line, type “Erika.” hit the “Verify” but-

ton. The name of the foundation will fill 
in the white space, and it will automati-
cally be there each time you log on. 

3. Go to the top toolbar and click on 
“Tools” and “Internet Options.” You will 
see under “home page” something 
like: http://www.google.com/. 

4. Simply change “google” (or whatever 
search name is in there) to 
“goodsearch.” It will look like this: 
http://www.goodsearch.com/. Click 
“Okay,” and you are good to go. 

5. Now you can do your searches by 
typing your search words into the box 
at the top of the home page. 

6. From now on, whenever you click to 
go to the Internet, you will automati-
cally be taken to GoodSearch. 

You Can Earn Money for griefHaven  Just By Searching the Internet! 

losing someone we love. Our bodies respond 
automatically to such heartbreak by grieving, in 
whatever form that takes for each person.  
   Consider that dolphins refuse to eat after the 
death of a calf or mate. And geese relentlessly 
search for their lost mate or gosling until they 
themselves become disoriented and die. Entire 
herds of elephants are seen rocking back and 
forth, throwing their tusks into the air and wailing 
when they arrive at the watering hole where, 25 
years earlier, members of their herd had been 
ambushed by poachers. C.S. Lewis once wrote, “I 
think I am beginning to understand why grief feels 
like suspense. It comes from the frustration of so 
many impulses that had become habitual. 
Thought after thought, feeling after feeling, action 

after action, had [their loved one] for their object. 
Now their target is gone. I keep on, through habit, 
fitting an arrow to the string, then I remember and 
have to lay the bow down.” 
   So why grieve? Because, although “unseen” in 
the beginning, many amazing and important 
things are occurring through grief. Grief is not an 
illness nor a pathological condition. Grief is a 
natural process that, depending upon how it is 
managed and understood, can lead to healing 
and personal growth. It reminds us how fragile life 
is and how important our loved ones are. It puts 
love in its proper perspective. Grief changes our 
lives. “The more we learn about grief and under-

(Continued on page 7) 

                                                                                                                                           

   Didion aptly describes how society squashes 
the notion of the bereaved  openly grieving. She 
writes, “Visible mourning reminds us of death, 
which is construed as unnatural, a failure to 

‘manage’ the situation.” What Didion tells us is 
that, because others do not want to be visibly 
reminded of death, they don’t want us to grieve. 
   The fact is, as Philippe Aries wrote, “A single 
person is missing for you, and the whole world is 
empty.” Some have referred  to grieving as “self-
pity,” as if the natural biological reaction to the 
death of a child could be self-pity. It’s like saying 
that vomiting when you have the stomach flu is 
your way of trying to get attention. What should 
you do during such a natural reaction to grief? 
Avoid it? Hold it in? No, of course not. Yet, that is 
exactly what some people try to do because grief 
hurts, because it is unknown territory—scary, 
powerful, and life-altering— that creates move-
ment and change.  
   The body, mind and emotions have ways of 
dealing with varied responses to life’s difficulties. 
The body sends pain signals to tell us something 
is wrong so that we will do something about it. 
And that is also true with the pain and sorrow of 

This Is Truly Amazing! 
Tell Everyone You Know! 

 
G oodSearch.com came up with a bril-

liant idea to help increase its advertis-
ing revenue AND give back to society. 
Every time you do a search on the Internet 
and use GoodSearch.com instead of 
Google or Yahoo WE get one cent ($.01). 
Just think, you donate money just by doing 
searches. Imagine if everyone who sup-
ports griefHaven did all of their searches 
through GoodSearch. Those pennies 
would add up quickly . . . and all you have 
to do is search like you already do every 
day.  

T he Erika Whitmore Godwin Founda-
tion and griefHaven have been ap-
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 Befriending Grief 
by Susan Whitmore, Erika’s Mom 

“Grief is a natural process . . . 
that can lead to healing and per-
sonal growth.” 

   In “Ask Marilyn,” a person wrote, “Is there a 
medical explanation for the pain felt in the area of 
the heart when one is grieving over the loss of a 
loved one, or is the pain entirely psychosomatic?” 
“Answer: That condition, now called ‘broken heart 
syndrome’ (stress cardiomyopathy), has a medi-
cal basis: when extreme stress causes adrenaline 
and other hormones to soar and stay at high lev-
els for days, the heart may be unable to pump 
enough blood. The hormones may cause small 
blood vessels in the heart to contract. This can 
produce the pain in the chest . . . the feeling of a 
broken heart.”  
   In her book, The Year of Magical Thinking, Joan 
Didion said about the grief she experienced after 
her husband’s sudden death, “Grief turns out to 
be a place none of us know until we reach it. We 
anticipate (we know) that someone close to us 
could die, but we do not look beyond the few 
days or weeks that immediately follow such an 
imagined death. We might expect if the death is 
sudden to feel shock. We do not expect this 
shock to be obliterative, dislocating to both body 
and mind. We might expect that we will be pros-
trate, inconsolable, crazy with loss. We do not 
expect to be literally crazy. In the version of grief 
we imagine, the model will be ‘healing.’ A certain 
forward movement will prevail. [We imagine] the 
worst of days will be the earliest of days. Nor can 
we know ahead of the fact (and here lies the 
heart of the difference between grief as we imag-
ine it and grief as it is) the unending absence that 
follows, the void, the very opposite of meaning, 
the relentless succession of moments during 
which we will confront the experience of meaning-
lessness itself.” 



               

“What cannot be said will get wept.” 
                      — Jim Harrison, 1937 
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Inside griefHaven Please Come In 

gifts delivered by griefgifts delivered by griefgifts delivered by grief   

and Join Us For A Candid Visit . . . 

by Sharon Ruiz, Stephen’s, 
Sean’s, and Shannon’s Mother 

“Grief is hard work. It’s called grief work because 
finding your way through grief is hard work, and if 
you put it off, like a messy chore it will sit there wait-
ing to be done. And the longer it waits, the harder it 
becomes.” —Martha Tousley, RN, MS, CS  
For  over 40 years, I heard that grieving was 
important. To me, those were just words. Although 
it seemed they might be true, the world around me 
sent a different message. No one told me it was 
“good” or “healthy” to grieve when they saw me 
doing so. In fact, they told me not to grieve. Until 
that one day when everything changed. Here is my 
story. 
   I grew up in a time when parents were not told 
that it was natural to feel gut-wrenching sorrow 
after a child dies or that it was okay to not “get over 
it.” In fact, I was told the complete opposite every 
time the tears would flow: “Sharon, pull yourself up 
by your bootstraps.” “Sharon, you have another 
son who needs you, so stop crying and take care of 
your responsibilities.”  So that is what I did. But in 
order to do that, I had to force down—way, way 
down, deep inside of me—all of my sorrow, pain, 
and tears. And that is where it stayed for more than 
40 years. 
   In 1965, when I was 19 years old, I gave birth to 
identical twins, Stephen and Sean Ruiz. Then, only 
six days later, my beloved baby boy, Stephen, died 
from heart complications.   
   I came from a family where emotions were to be 
kept inside because, what would people think if 
they knew how I was—or was not—handling the 
difficult events life threw my way? I needed to 
make my family proud by being strong, and being 
strong, I was taught, meant not showing pain or 
grief. Showing it was weakness. 
   When Stephen died, I became hysterical, 
screaming, crying, and shouting. My mother and 
aunt gave me medication that knocked me out, and 
I slept for three days. They told me they couldn’t 
handle my screaming, and I could see they were 
worried about the neighbors hearing me carrying 
on. But one thing I am very grateful for is that I 
managed to wake up from the drug in time to dress 
and attend Stephen’s funeral. They tried to keep 
me from going, but that time I listened to my heart. 
   After that, my life was a blur. I could hardly func-
tion, and I couldn’t stop crying. They kept telling 
me, “Sharon, you have to handle this better; you 
can’t just keep crying like this.” I remember them 
saying, “You need to put this behind you and show 
some strength.” No one would talk about Stephen. 
They acted as if he never existed, and I had so 
many questions. Every time I saw Sean lying in his 
crib, I also saw the empty spot where Stephen 

should be. Still, no matter how much I begged or 
how many questions I asked, no one would talk 
about Stephen. I thought I was going insane. And 
that is when I realized that I had to do something, 
and the only alternative I saw was to force the 
feelings down. Every time a thought, question, or 
image would crop up, I would say to myself, “You 
can’t go there. Do NOT think about those things.” I 
honestly don’t know how I buried everything and 
went on living life—having another child, and stuff-
ing everything so well—-but I did. 
   For many years, my life was on automatic. I sim-
ply went through the motions of happiness and 
tried to enjoy that, at least, I had one child who 
survived. I suffered silently and always by myself 
when no one else could hear me. As many others 
do when something traumatic happens and it isn’t 
properly dealt with, I tried drinking, drugs, and sex 
to cover the pain. Needless to say, those diver-
sions only worked momentarily. 
   The years ticked onward, and I had my beautiful 
daughter, Shannon. I love my children with all my 
heart, yet I wasn’t able to be all that I could have 
been and do all that I wanted to do while expending 
so much energy trying to subdue the unexpressed 
pain of grief. And I walked around with so much 
guilt and sadness over Stephen. I beat myself up 
because I wasn’t stronger and didn’t speak up to 
those who told me what to do. 
   And then something unexpected happened. I met 
Susan Whitmore, founder of The Erika Whitmore 
Godwin Foundation and griefHaven. Forty-one 
years had gone by, and I finally met someone who 
told me it was okay to grieve and also that it wasn’t 
too late. Susan and I talked, and she told me her 
story about Erika. I told her my story about 
Stephen, and together we cried. She was the first 
person in my life that gave me permission to 
grieve, who encouraged it, and who put me in di-
rect contact with a grief specialist whom I have 
been seeing for over two years. 
   Going to grief therapy was scary at first because I 
had to deal with all that I had put off for over 40 
years. Can you imagine all that had piled up over 
those years? Can you imagine how good I had 

become at doing that? Not only had I become good 
at stuffing my feelings about Stephen, but that 
translated to every feeling in my life that hurt. I was 
a master stuffer! Suddenly, there I was, braving the 
waters of 41 years, and I had no idea how to swim 
or what lurked beneath. I thought if I ever had to 
really feel the pain, it would literally kill me . . . or at 
least I'd never stop crying. But that didn’t happen. 
   Through grief therapy, I was able to see the con-
sequences in my life of not having grieved. The 
anger I felt toward my mother, aunt, and husband 
came out on other things. I had an inability to get 
really close to anyone because I was always afraid 
they would leave. I carried around years of anger 
and guilt toward myself for not being stronger when 
Stephen needed me and for not listening to my 
own heart. I tried to be a good mother, but I think 
now that I would have been a happier and healthier 
parent had I not stuffed the pain. I also realize now 
that I never had real fun in my life because there 
was always this thin film of sadness over every-
thing, sort of like a fog settling in. And worst of all, I 
was never able to create a relationship with 
Stephen because I wouldn’t let myself think about 
him, for a thought about him would take me right 
back to the pain and grief. 
   With griefHaven’s constant support, and with my 
therapist’s help, I have finally come to a place 
where I can think and talk about Stephen without 
crumbling to the floor in tears. I am happy to tell 
you that I have a beautiful and active relationship 
with Stephen today that was never allowed before. 
It has been hard work, and it continues to this day. 
But every minute has been worth it. My relationship 
with my children and grandchildren is better than 
ever, and I feel so much happier, lighter, and freer. 
   To everyone who reads this article, please under-
stand that grieving is very important, just as we are 
always told. There is a reason why we grieve in the 
ways that we do when we lose someone we love. 
We are supposed to grieve the deaths of our chil-
dren. Despite all of the misinformation I was told 
years ago, I know today that it takes great strength 
to grieve and embrace those feelings. Please, for 
the sake of leading a healthy and meaningful life, 
allow yourself or others to grieve as they need to.  
   I finally grieved. I finally held Stephen in my arms. 
I finally took out the few things of his that I kept, 
and I wept inside of them. I finally created a new, 
special place inside of my heart where Stephen is 
safely nestled and where I visit him regularly. I am 
no longer afraid. I feel a joy that I hadn’t felt for so 
long. All is well.  

Sharon Ruiz lives in Los Angeles. 
She has “three” children 
and  two grandchildren. 

Sharon & Daughter Shannon 
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Carol. Each loss was a nightmare with 
no relief in sight, once I awakened. 
They were gone. The tangible was 
intangible, and life would never be the 
same again. 
   How does one sum up so many 
years of heartache, growth, faith, de-
spair, and hope? Each loss was met 
with its own set of challenges. In one 
way, they blur into something almost 
surreal. In others, they are present in 
every breath I take. Thank you to The 
Erika Whitmore Godwin Foundation 
and griefHaven for honoring them this 
month and for allowing us the opportu-

nity to share our thoughts and feelings. 
   Bill was talented. He had a sparkle in 
his eyes. He was the type whose ex-
girlfriends remained his friend. He was 
a fantastic skier. He even skied with 
the French ski team. He lived in 
France for a few years and learned to 
speak French fluently. When he came 
back to the states, he settled in New 
Hampshire. He bought a fixer-upper. 
He wasn't the best at building, but his 
house was a happy home. He loved to 
scuba dive. He also loved to cook. 
One of his main travel staples was his 
couscous pot. So, he died doing what 
he loved—diving for snails, a sport he 
knew so well—a sport he also took for 
granted. That which he took for 
granted took his life, for Bill died while 
scuba diving alone.  
   Carol was artistic, perhaps a future 
fashion designer. She had the kind of 
beauty that came naturally. She could 
wear jeans and a sweater and look 
elegant. She had the mischief in her 
that matched her age, but a maturity 
and wisdom that superseded it. I re-
member times when Carol and I would 
joke and play to the point of uncontrol-
lable laughter. I miss her laughter. 
During her battle with anorexia, that 
humor went dormant. However, it 
seemed to return the Christmas before 
her death. Hope and faith had re-
turned, and we had our lives to look 
forward to. There was a resolve to love 
and to live. 

   I always thought such tragedies hap-
pened to other families. Then we be-
came the other family when Bill died. At 
home, there was a larger group aware 
of the grief-familiar faces that acknowl-
edged the pain. However, my sisters 
and I had left the nest (within the span 
of a few years) to study in other cities, 
states, and countries. Bill had just died, 
and we were away from our supportive 
network. The burden seemed like ours, 
alone, to carry.  
   Then, a few years later, it came 
again. Carol died. Again we were 
alone. Aren’t such things supposed to 
happen only once? Isn’t there a quota?  
Why us? Why Carol and Bill? The rules 
of living and dying had changed, and I 
had so many unanswered questions 
and felt so lost. They say that God 
picks the prettiest flowers first. While 

that may not say much about those of 
us who live to a ripe old age, it certainly 
seemed apt with regard to Bill and 
Carol. They were both so special—so 
unique.  
   Where does this put me now, 30 
years later? I’ve never been good with 
finality—with letting go. Yet that is what 
death seemed to demand. When Carol 
and Bill left us, it was as though a part 
of my heart died too. I wanted the world 
to stop. But it didn’t. The hardest thing 
to accept was that life went on. Time 
and grieving helped heal. Time, though, 
doesn’t erase. 
   I suppose I'll never know the secret to 
life and death.  I thought such wisdom 
would come with age, yet all that 
seems to come is the acknowledge-
ment that there is so much I do not 
know. What has come is the realization 
that I cannot control what I do not 
know, let alone what I do know. I know 
I miss both Carol and Bill terribly. I 

wonder what they would have been 
like. I wonder what we would be talk-
ing about today. I wonder if there is 
really a Heaven, and will they be there 
to greet me (assuming that would be 
my destination).  
   I have read that those who have 
Near Death Experiences see loved 
ones as they go toward the light. 
Were our grandparents waiting for Bill 
and Carol? What about our dearly 
departed animal companions? I won-
der if they see us and what they think. 
Do they think? Do they still exist in 
some way? Or, is the memory we 
cherish all that there is? I hope there 
is more. How can we be given such 
gifts, have them ripped away, and not 
have something to look forward to? 
Are we just a heartbeat away? 
   I know this: I survived, as did my 
sisters and parents, and we went on 
to build good lives. We went through 
our growing pains and came out bet-
ter than we thought we would. We are 
blessed to know that we love each 
other more and more every day. We 
know that life is a gift and something 
that should never be taken for 
granted. I am blessed to have the 
family I have. I love our imperfections, 
the very things I find annoying about 
them. I'd like to think they feel the 
same. In fact, I'm sure they do. Some 

things we might not be able to control, 
but we sure as heck can embrace 
them. So, as the years have pro-
gressed, it is very clear that life and 
family is a gift.  
   We recently all gathered at the 
same table for Thanksgiving to cele-
brate that gift. My older sister drove 
for a few hours from northern Califor-
nia. My younger sister and her family 
came from Pacific Palisades, Califor-
nia. My father sat beside my mother, 
with my stepfather on her other side. 
Everyone was happy and having a 
wonderful time. It was so very spe-
cial—almost magical. I’d like to be-
lieve Carol and Bill were there with us. 

THE GIFT of Family  (Continued from Page 2) 

T he rules of living and dying had 
changed, and I had so many 
unanswered questions . . . 

W e went through our 
growing pains and 
came out better . . . 

“Are we just a heartbeat away?” 



 

remember that the intensity of grief 
tends to come in uncontrollable waves. 
The intensity and the sense of loss of 
control is normal. Giving ourselves over 
to these waves of grief enables the natu-
ral process of “freeing up” that energy 
bound to our lost child so that we can 
begin to move forward, slowly 
reinvesting it elsewhere. This may take 
a lot of time and many waves. Grief un-
folds from deep within our being without 
our direction or voluntary consent. Some 
parents have said it feels like they are 
being blindsided by the grief, as if it has 
a life of its own. That is an apt descrip-
tion. 
   The loss of a child may well trigger 
some of the strongest grief reactions, 
and these waves, particularly frequent 
and intense immediately following the 
death, can continue that way for many, 
many months. And, it is normal for 
those grief waves to continue throughout 
your lifetime, although not nearly so 
frequently as you reinvest in and rebuild 
your life. 
   If we relax our expectations of how we 
"should" grieve and give up the need to 
be in control—and if we share our feel-
ings with others—the grieving process 
progresses more smoothly, though not 
without deep pain. I keep stressing this 
because I regularly hear parents talk 
about wanting to “get rid” of the pain or 
feeling “afraid of the pain.” The pain is a 
normal reaction, and if you can allow it 
to be a part of you when it comes, you 
will progress in a very healthy way. 
   You asked about healthy grieving. 
Healthy grieving is an active process, 
and it is not true that you should “just 
give it time." You need to be actively 

involved in your grief work. One way of 
understanding “active grief work” is to 
think of it as a series of tasks to be 
completed. Here are examples, and 
these are not tasks you complete in any 
particular order, but rather goals for you 
to actively pursue over many years: 
♦ Accept the finality of your loss 
♦ Acknowledge and express the full 

range of your emotions 
♦ Readjust to life without your child 
♦ Recognize that your relationships with 

others and work may change and 
evolve 

♦ Say good-bye by ritualizing your loss 
   Remember that grieving is a deliber-
ate process—it takes conscious energy 
that likely will cause you to temporarily 
withdraw from your usual life pursuits. 
Here are some things that many have 
found useful in healthy grieving. Choose 
the ones that fit for you, or make up 
your own methods of self-care: 
♦ Take whatever time you need, rather 

than giving yourself a deadline 
♦ Share your grief experience with oth-

ers 
♦ Tell those around you what helps 
♦ Maintain healthy eating and sleep pat-

terns 
♦ Exercise moderately and regularly 

(even a walk is good) 
♦ Vent your anger in healthy ways, 

rather than holding it in (exercise can 
help) 

♦ Plan ahead for holidays and anniversa-
ries, as feelings can be particularly 
intense during those periods 

♦ Accept some reduction in your usual 
efficiency and consistency 

♦ Avoid making major life decisions 
♦ Plan to enjoy good times without guilt 
♦ Use Internet resources. You have  

many opportunities to chat with  
others (visit the message board  

at griefHaven.org) 
♦ Read—many books on grief can be very 

helpful 
♦ Join a support group 
♦ Seek out grief counseling 
♦ Do something to help someone else in 

need 
   Active, healthy grieving is a balancing 
act: balancing the time you spend di-
rectly working on your grief with the 
time you spend coping with your day-to-
day life; balancing the amount of time 
you spend with others with the time you 
spend alone; balancing seeking help 
from others with caring for yourself. 
Treat yourself with the same care, 
tolerance, and affection you would 
extend to a valued friend. 
 
Adapted from “Healthy Grieving” at the 
University of Washington, Counseling Cen-
ter Website. 
 
Dr Dafter is an Assistant Clinical Professor 
of Psychiatry and Head and Neck Surgery 
at the UCLA David Geffen School of Medi-
cine, with a private practice in Brentwood, 
California. 
 

Roger Dafter, Ph.D. specializes in mind/body medicine 
and grief.  He can be reached at 

310-472-8100    
 

Send your questions to 
hope@griefHaven.org 

You Asked . . . (Continued from page 3) 

stand it, the better we can cope with it and the 
less afraid of it we become” in the words of Mar-
tha Tousley.  
   I recently read that MRIs revealed that, every 
time a person grieves, the brain creates new 
metabolic pathways. Simply put, your brain actu-
ally begins to create a different path for that very 
thought that is causing you so much pain, and 
your brain will eventually lead you in a new direc-
tion. Consider how a certain thought right after 
your child has passed is gut-wrenching,   yet later 
down the road becomes a warm and meaningful 

memory. That is accomplished, in part, by your 
willingness to grieve. 
   Your grief is literally creating a new you. It is  
forcing you to look at what truly matters in life,  
how you order your values. Who you were before 
your loss is no longer the person you will be. Most 
will tell you they are better in so many ways as a 
result of the grief process. As painful as the grief 
is when our child dies, it opens new eyes to a 
new life. Grieving is the very thing we need to do 
to heal, to move forward,  to rebuild our lives, and 
to once again enjoy life. We are here, and we are 

not meant to live a life of meaninglessness. 
Rather, we deserve to know joy, love, and happi-
ness again. We deserve the fulfillment of living 
with meaning and purpose. We are the pilots of 
our own destiny—we are not victims of it. So we 
can create the new lives we choose. That takes 
commitment to the process and great fortitude, 
but you are worth it! Do it for you and the life that 
you are creating. It can be a good life. 

Susan Whitmore is the founder 
and president of The Erika Whitmore Godwin 

Foundation and Erika’s mom 

“What cannot be said will get wept.” 
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in this section. That is the case with 
Mourning Has Broken. 
   Mourning Has Broken is a unique 
collection of poetry, stories, essays, 
letters, and thoughts. It deals with all 
deaths, including children and siblings. 
We found this book to be deeply 
inspirational and full of hope. 
   Here are some examples . . .  
   Sandy Goodman lost her 18-year-old 
son, and she compares her grief to winter 
in her essay entitled Seasons of Grief. 
She writes these beautiful words, “I 
wonder how much further I dare pursue 
this idea. Is grief, like winter, a gift? Can 
I speak about the metamorphosis of grief, 
and contemplate gratitude in its 
presence? . . . As winter alters the earth, 
my grief changed me. It gave me a period 
of time to step back from living and to 
just be. It was a time for reflection, re-
prioritizing, and searching. Without this 
phase, I would have remained as empty 
as a garden that never rests.” 
   Andrea Gambill lost her daughter, and 
in her essay, Liberation, she writes, “I 

have been liberated from inhibition 
and self-consciousness. The strength 
born of my pain has given me the 
courage to speak out when before I 
might have remained silent. I no 
longer fear the criticism and judgment 
of others. Who can hurt me now? I 
have experienced the worst and I have 
survived. Sorrow has stripped away 
my worst fears. Now, I am more aware 
of the panorama of life and less 
concerned with my own little piece of 
it.” 
   Mourning Has Broken is replete with 
all that you could possibly want. 
Today, you can find many anthologies 
sitting on bookshelves, but we promise 
none other is more meaningful, 
hopeful, and moving. Do yourself and 
your loved ones a favor—buy this book 
as a gift, or just because you deserve it. 
   
To order Mourning Has Broken, please 
visit the griefHaven.org book section, 

or visit this link:  
http://at.yorku.ca/kope/mhb.htm 

MOURNING HAS BROKEN 
By Mara Koven and Liz Pearl 

KOPE Associates 

    
   We regularly receive requests from 
authors who want us to recommend   
their books. Our policy is that we must 
first read each one, for we want to make 
sure that we only recommend those 
books we feel will be appropriate for our 
journey. Once in a while we receive a 
book we love so much that we include it 

Read, Listen, Watch—Parents Recommend  

www.griefHaven.org 

                                                            Your Donations Mean So Much 
    Our goal is to provide the newsletter, grief pin, website memory page, and as many forms of support as possible to all 
parents who have lost a child, free of charge. If you would like to help us with this goal, as well as to further the Founda-
tion’s support for grieving parents, you may donate by: 
     • Mailing a check to the address above (please make check to The EWG Foundation). 
     • Going to www.griefHaven.org and clicking on the first page where it says “make a donation.” 
     • Remembering The EWG Foundation in your Will or Trust. 
     • Donating your used car to Cars For Causes and naming The EWG Foundation as the recipient. 
                        We are a 501(c)(3) nonprofit corporation. 
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    Board of Directors 

    Susan E. Whitmore 
      President 
    Wendell A. Whitmore 
     Vice President 
    Rabbi Steven Carr Reuben  
     Chairperson 
    Didi Carr Reuben 
      Chairperson 
    Alice M. Fellows 
      Treasurer 
    Shelley Goodman 
      Secretary 

                                                        Did You Know 
We have enclosed a donation card with this newsletter.  We hope you will send your very-much-needed donation of any amount, and help us 
help others who need our hope, love, and support.    
That we are starting support groups in January in West Los Angeles? Call us at 310-459-1789 if you are interested. 

                                                        
 

 →  Check out our amazingly comforting new page, “Music We Love.”  You’ll find it by clicking the “Support” tab and then “Music We Love.” 
 →  YOU can earn money for griefHaven just by searching the Internet through GoodSearch.com. Each time you do, we get one penny. 

        Can you imagine how much we could make every month if everyone affiliated with griefHaven did that? Won’t you please read 
                       about it on page 3? 

→  We now have a sibling message board . . . and a Spanish message board.  
→  We will soon have a new memory book on our website. With a donation of $500 or more in honor of a specific child, we will add a 

                 page in the memory book for that child and list the names and donation amounts. 

What’s New At griefHaven? 

Phone:  (310) 459-1789 
Email:   hope@griefHaven.org 


