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continues; however, we try to focus on how fortunate we 
are to have had Mitchell in our lives, even though the 
time was so short. 
  Mitchell lives in our hearts and minds every day. We 
keep his memory alive, talk about him often, and his 
photos remain displayed around the house with our 
other family photos. We know that he would have 
wanted us to be strong and not allow his loss to end the 

joy in our lives. Laughter was an important part of our 
life with Mitchell, and it remains a key element in ac-
cepting the grief and moving on with life. Fundamental 
to our progress was Mitchell’s younger brother, Spencer, 
who was just four when his brother died. He truly was, 
and continues to be, our “joy boy.” We quickly realized 
that being fully consumed with grief was not an option. 
As parents, we could not allow him to lose both his only 
sibling and his parents at the same time. 
The Impact of Grief 
    Time and a great deal of effort are required to get to 
this place. Grieving cannot be rushed. It is very individ-
ual. Each of us grieves in our own way and under our 
own time schedule. There are no “shoulds.”  No one can 
tell you how you’re supposed to feel, or that it’s time to 
move on, or when you will feel better. 
  Whether your child died after a long illness or sud-

 T he loss of a child is over-
whelming. You go to the 

deepest, darkest places—a bot-
tomless pit.  It seems there is 
no escape; you will never get 
better. 
   Ten years have passed since 
our son Mitchell died. While the 
journey is difficult, we’ve dis-
covered you can survive this 
tragedy and even be happy 
again. This does not mean you 
forget or that life can ever be 
the same. We can no longer say, 
as we often did before, “We 
have everything we’ve ever 
wanted.” Losing a child has 
changed us in dramatic and 
permanent ways. Despite this, 
we’ve made it through the 
depths of despair and have dis-
covered new ways to appreciate 
life. 
  If ten years ago someone had 
said to us that we would have a 
happy life again, we would have 
thought that they did not un-

derstand the immensity of our 
loss. They didn’t know our son 
Mitchell and how special he 
was. We couldn’t imagine ever 
recovering from this tragedy. 
Much to our surprise, we have 
created a new and different life 
that includes much joy and 
laughter. Our deep sense of loss 

denly, the impact is remarkably 
the same—it feels as if you’ve 
been hit by a 30-ton truck. No one 

warned us that grieving was so 
physical. At times it took over our 
whole bodies. Sometimes we 
found it almost impossible to 
breathe or felt that our hearts 
were about to burst. Other times 
the hole in our bodies felt bigger 
than ourselves. We felt com-
pletely alone and isolated. We 
wondered at times how we could 
go on, and wondered if we really 
wanted to continue. Thoughts and 
visions of suicide occurred. Impor-
tantly, we decided that no matter 
how difficult, we would get 
through this. 
  There’s a saying that “Time 
heals all.” We don’t believe you 
“heal.” You definitely get better, 
but there is no “cure” for the loss. 
This wound will be with us for the 
rest of our lives. Over time, the 
pain was less raw, occurred less 
often and did not last as long. 
These changes did not proceed 
along a direct path where each 
day or year was better. The griev-
ing process is a roller coaster ride 
with many ups and downs. 
Through the passage of time, life 
has gotten much better. 

(Continued on page 2) 
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Anne, Spencer, Wayne, Mitchell 

A s a father, I was dev-
astated that I couldn’t 

protect my child. 

 L ife has become 
more meaningful, 

and we have a greater appre-
ciation for the life we have.  

“ “ 

“ 

“ 



  In the beginning, we were the parents 
of a child who died. Our loss defined 
who we were, consumed our days and 
impacted everything we did. It took all 
of our energy and strength to merely 
survive each minute, each hour or each 
day. We often felt disconnected from 
life—just going through the motions. 
Our role as “grieving parents” signifi-
cantly affected how we interacted with 
the world and how the world interacted 
with us. Some people didn’t know what 
to say to us for fear of saying the wrong 
thing. As a result, some of our “friends” 

just disappeared from our lives. Others 
were completely clueless as they ineptly 
attempted to commiserate, comparing 
our loss of a child to their divorce or 
loss of a pet. 
   Denial played a large role in the first 
year. We often thought this was a bad 
dream—if we could wake up, we would 
have Mitchell back. Then the ton of 
bricks of reality would hit us, and we 

would once again realize this was our 
life—Mitchell was gone. 
  We thought we would feel much better 
the second year, but somehow it seemed 
worse. The shock had worn off, and now 
the pain’s impact became even more 
intense. To complicate matters, as we 
felt worse, the outside world assumed we 
“should” be better. But the grieving did 
not just “get better” over that short of 
time. It took far longer than we ever 
could have imagined. 
  As more time passed, Mitchell’s death 
became less overwhelming. We were 
doing much better, sometimes even go-
ing through whole days without crying. 
We became more able and willing to deal 
with everyday things and even have a 
good time. We would complain about 
life’s normal, typical frustrations, simi-
lar to everyone else. Despite feeling pro-
gressively better, the most innocent 
event could trigger a memory. We would 
be back on the roller coaster, thrown 
into the depths of despair. The pain 
would feel just as raw as when Mitchell 
first died. Those feelings, however, oc-
curred less frequently and faded more 
quickly. 
Grief’s Individual Paths 
  As we mentioned earlier, grieving is an 
individual process. When life seemed so 
impossible, each of us chose a different 
path. We realized that we did not grieve 
the same way. Part of this relates to the 
fundamental differences between males 
and females. Women tend to go outward 
in grieving, and men often go inward. 
  For Anne, the process required commu-

nication.  “Having a support system 

was critical for me. My closest friends 
called every day and listened to me 
repeat the same stories over and over 
again. I also went to a therapist and 
read many books about grief and the 
loss of a child. Knowing that I was not 
alone in this process was very helpful. 
I connected with other women who 
had lost a child, and we commiserated 
in a way that only another grieving 
mother could. I truly went to the 
abyss—I held nothing back. I knew I 
needed to hit bottom before I could 
begin to re-enter life. I also became 
more spiritual and began focusing on 
life and death issues in a way that I 
had never thought about before. Some-
how I ‘knew’ that Mitchell was okay. 
Knowing that Mitchell’s spirit contin-
ued to live provided great comfort. 
This helped me enormously to get 
through the endless days and nights.” 
  From what we had learned about the 
male-female differences, Wayne was 
grieving along the lines of the typical 
male. “As a father, I was devastated 
that I couldn’t protect my child. 
Mitchell’s death shattered my expecta-
tion that I could keep my child safe. 
Despite this devastation, I did not 
want to seek outside help. I didn’t feel 
I had the energy to work with a thera-

(Continued on page 6) 

Celebrating a Birthday 
  Holidays are usually difficult for parents 
and family members who have lost a child, 
and often certain holidays are particularly 
difficult. For us, our child’s birthday was a 
day that we could not figure out what to do: 
celebrate her life? ignore the day, since she 
was gone? remember her privately, or with 
her friends? Many questions surrounded a 
day that used to have its own answers of 
laughter, joy, and just plain fun. 
  The first years after her death, we tried 
different celebrations and memorials, but it 
hurt so badly that it seemed almost better to 
simply let the day slip by and do nothing. In 
the third year, we tried something new that 
worked wonderfully! 
  We wrote a letter to all the family and 
friends, asking them, if they could, to please 
share one story about our daughter with us. 

We even included a self-addressed stamped 
envelope and suggested email if some pre-
ferred that. Nearly everyone responded. 
Stories varied from humorous to kind and 
thoughtful. We even received, for the first 
time, stories our daughter had shared with 
others about her love and caring for us. All 
were very special. 
  Then, on her birthday, we invited friends 
and family to our home. We did not have a 
cake or try to celebrate as before. In a re-
laxed and casual environment, we randomly 
passed out the stories and took turns read-
ing them. We laughed and cried and rolled 
our eyes as we captured the precious de-
tails of our daughter that we would other-
wise never have known. It was truly a won-
derful and uplifting day.   

       Growing Ideas 
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  We want to share this with you and your 
family members in case you, too, are going 
through the what-should-we-do-on-this-day, 
as we were. This worked for us and brought 
joy to our lives. Of course, we kept all the 
written stories and treasure them. We’re not 
so sure we could have handled hearing 
these stories in the very beginning, so timing 
is something you will have to consider. 
Please make sure you are ready . . . if not, 
other years are there for this event.   
  I highly recommend to parents who are 
ready: give this celebration a try on any one 
of the difficult days related to your loss. To-
gether, you can  keep the memory of your 
child alive and support one 
another. 

Ten Years Later  (Continued from Page 1) 

K nowing that I was not 
alone was very helpful. 

T he grieving process is a 
roller coaster ride . . . 

“ 

“ 

“ 

“ 



 
  As parents who lose a child, we often fear that 
our child will be forgotten. But, though friends 
and family may stop talking about our children, 
perhaps they do live on in their hearts and 
minds. That is what we discovered when we 
received the following tribute, recently written 
by Mitchell’s best friend, Dillon Henry, now 16, 
eleven years after his death. Knowing the im-
pact Mitchell had on others and that he is still 
in their memories brings us great comfort. 

n the early stages of life, it is 
merely a caterpillar, chewing 
on lime green mulberry leaves. 
The caterpillar spins itself a 
white silk cocoon that blan-
kets the caterpillar as it 

sleeps. Somehow the caterpillar summons 
the strength to break through the silk bar-
rier and emerge anew. It spreads its mag-
nificently colored wings, glowing with the 
bold color of an orange freshly picked from 
a tree on a glorious sunny day after rain has 
drenched the surrounding area . . . but 
creamy, golden and brilliant like the color 
of a sunset in mid-August. The monarch 
butterfly is in its last and most miraculous 
stage. And with one giant flap of its wings, 
the butterfly enters a new adult world.  
   I knew a monarch butterfly—his name 
was Mitchell, and he left me when I was 
five years old. 
    I don’t remember the first time I met 
Mitchell. Ever since I could remember, he 
was always there. Mitchell lived down the 
street, and every day we would meet and 
play. Together we brought a whole differ-
ent meaning to the expression, “joined at 
the hip.” As I would later find out, Mitchell 
and I were inseparable—not even death 
could tear his soul from my heart.  
   Mitchell was a sweet, innocent, beautiful 
young boy with dark brown hair that fell 
right over his eyes. His broad smile, which 
stretched across his face in a perfect arc, 
could tame the most wild and wicked 
monster a kid could ever dream up. A light 
shined in his eyes that could illuminate and 

bring warmth to the darkest, deadliest, 
coldest and loneliest regions of outer 
space. Reflected in his eyes were all the 
stars and cosmos of the world—every 
flicker of hope that lights up the sky at 
night. He never hesitated to share eve-
rything; his toys were your toys. He 
was a role model for me, even though 
he was only six years old.  It’s funny, 
but sometimes you can find in little 
kids the deepest and most inspiring 
things. Mitchell was one of those kids.  
He continues to inspire me to this day. 
    I wonder sometimes that, if things do 
happen for 
a reason, 
what was 
the reason 
M i t c h e l l 
died?  As I 
think about 
it, I realize 
M i t c h e l l 
was beyond his years.  His influence on 
the people he met extends so far past 
the few years he lived. At the tender 
age of six, cancer took his life away 
from me, from his family, and from our 
world.  He left an impression so deeply 
engraved in me that I can see the effects 

(Continued on page 4) 

women’s emotional attachments are 
quite different. For instance, the mother-
child bond of an adopted child is just as 
biologically powerful, since the very core 
of the child emerges from the mother-
infant interactions and shapes the mold-
ing of the child’s brain and endocrine 
development. This is just as powerful as 
the mother who carried the child. Of 
course, this in no way indicates that 
either the mother or father is closer to 
the child, just that the bond manifests 
differently. 
   Generally speaking, men and woman 
have different styles of grieving, al-
though there is a lot of individual varia-
tion. Women tend to be more fluent in 
their emotional expression—they want 

(Continued on page 7) 

the marriage itself. This 
is how its preciousness 
may be preserved.  
Why does the death of a 

child create so much trouble in a marriage? 
   Grieving is, generally speaking, different 
for moms and dads. The nature of the bio-
logical bond between the mother and the 
child is different than that with the father. A 
mother literally experiences her child as part 
of her flesh by carrying the child inside of 
her, nursing the child, and providing other 
succoring attachments between mother and 
child.  The very nature of these attachments 
also has a biochemical element to it, so it 
makes sense that the bond for each would 
be different and  would manifest differently. 
These are, in part, hormonally mediated, 
and the hormones governing men’s and 

Q Ten months ago, our only child, our 
beautiful daughter, died in a terrible 

car accident. My husband and I have 
been married twenty years and love 
each other, but we are grieving so differ-
ently, and it’s starting to tear us apart. 
How do we go on and not destroy our 
marriage? I’m crying all the time, and he 
is closed off and distant. 

A The death of a child cuts into the 
core of the marriage bond be-

cause it is the most painful loss of all. It 
won’t surprise you to hear that any mar-
riage facing the challenge of this great-
est of all losses increases the potential 
for divorce. That is why—just as each 
person impacted by the death of the 
child needs to be given patience, love, 
tenderness, and compassion—so does 

Page 3 “Come out of the circle of time, and into the circle of love.” —Rumi 

By Dillon Henry, Mitchell’s Best Friend 

You Asked . . .                                 with Dr. Roger Dafter 

Mitchell loved karate 

With Great Honor:  Mitchell Roberts Neiman 
Mitchell & the Monarch*Mitchell & the Monarch*Mitchell & the Monarch*   



throughout the course of his disease, even 
when his entire life was shaped and 
molded around the sickness. 
   I remember when I heard the news.  I 
sat with my parents on either side of me. 
At first there was silence—no one said 
anything—the three of us just sat there. I 
was confused. Why were my parents 
talking to me about Mitchell? Then they 
said it. The flaming arrow that was the 
news of his death hit me straight in the 
heart, and the flames immediately spread 
themselves over my body. My initial reac-
tion was to scream as loud as I could and 
pound my fists into the couch as hard as I 
possibly could. My parents tried to 
soothe me, but it was of no use. I took off 
for my room and slammed the door be-
hind me! Still screaming, I ran to my bed 
and shoved my face into one of my pil-
lows. I don’t know how long I lay there 
screaming and crying, but I do know I 
had no idea how I was supposed to feel in 
a situation like this. I was so confused 

and so shattered.  He was so young, he was 
my best 
friend, and 
he was like 
my brother. 
   To be 
honest, the 
thought of 
him dying 
never even 
occurred to 

me. I didn’t even know he was in danger. I 
just thought that he was sick, and he 
would be better soon. I didn’t associate 
death with his cancer. When I think back, 
that is when I developed my fear of death. I 
know death is so random that it could 
happen to me at any time. I know life is so 
short that I have to make the best of it be-
cause I never know if I will see the sun 
again tomorrow. 
  Mitchell’s favorite color was orange. He 

(Continued on page 6) 

Honoring: Mitchell (Continued from Page 3) 

enemy, but it becomes your friend in the end. 
As soon as possible, I tried what might be 
meaningful. I was stunned by the intense pain, 
especially in the first and second years, and I 
quickly learned that part of that pain was that I had 
no outlet for sharing my immense love for Erika—
the love that I regularly had given to her. Not being 
able to love her physically was literally backing up 
inside me. I relentlessly pursued finding something 
meaningful and purposeful—something new that 
allowed me to share my love for Erika with others. 
That is how The Erika Whitmore Godwin 
Foundation and griefHaven began. It could be that 
you take on a cause, that you change the way you 
raise or relate to your other children, that you start 
a new project or hobby, or that you are simply a 
better person in your daily life. 
Surrounded myself with accepting people. The 
people with whom I would spend time made an 
enormous difference in my grief process. For a 
while, many everyday things seemed so petty, and 
what others cared about was often meaningless to 
me. I found great comfort being with those 
completely willing to allow me whatever space I 
was in at any given minute of any day. I spent time 
with people who made me feel better about life and 
who didn’t judge or preach. 
Began a journal. I began a journal where I wrote 
absolutely everything that happened each day, no 
holds barred, including writing to my Erika. I still 
write in my journal today.  
A final truth. That’s right! Ben & 
Jerry’s. A bowl of Ben & Jerry’s 
sometimes did the trick—okay, 
sometimes it took the whole pint. 

Before you were conceived I wanted you 
Before you were born I loved you 
Before you were here for an hour 

    I would die for you 
This is the miracle of life  

            —Maureen Hawkins 
   My cell phone rang. A mother was crying on the 
other end, “Susan, I don’t know how to go on—
how do I do this?” Just last week, approaching the 
fourth anniversary of my daughter, Erika’s, death, 
I experienced three days of intense grief, and I 
asked myself that same question for the millionth 
time. “How have you done it for almost four years 
without Erika?” I get asked that question a lot, and 
I ask that same question of parents years ahead 
of me. Instead of figuring out some answer to this 
mother’s question, we sat there, parent to parent, 
and shared. 
   Her question got me to thinking, “What 
specifically have I done that has helped?” We all 
agree that everyone has to find his or her own 
way on this journey, that it is the hardest thing you 
will ever have to do, that the pain is sometimes 
relentless and unbearable, and that no one can 
tell you how you “should” do it. Yet, over the last 
four years, I have found certain constants that 
many of us seem to find helpful, so here I share a 
few of those with you. You may decide whether 
you might try any of these.  
   On May 30 of this year, it will have been four 
years since I last spoke to or hugged Erika. Some 
say, “Has it been that long?” because for them 
four years went by quickly. I say, “It feels like an 
eternity.” It’s still hard to believe there was that 
“final” day when Erika left. I knew I had to find 
ways to go on—nothing would change that she 

                                                                                                                                           

was gone, and I was here. It took a long time 
before I was able to fully accept that. 
Tried everything. Since day one, I have been 
open to everything coming my way that had 
any semblance of hope attached to it. I 
seldom said “no” to anything upon first hearing 
it or reading about it. I figured since my grief 
was completely foreign terrain, I would most 
likely be surprised at what brought me hope or 
comfort. For instance, someone would 
recommend a book, and I’d get it and start 
reading it. If it seemed to be helping, I would 
finish it. If not, I put it aside for a later try, 
because, as my grieving changed, what didn’t 
work out first might work later on.   
Let out the pain and grief my way. I made a 
commitment that I was going to grieve the way 
that worked for me. I followed my heart and 
cried and grieved openly—my office, 
meetings, malls, friends’ houses, and 
restaurants. Sometimes I would tell people, “I 
recently lost my daughter, and it’s hitting me 
hard right now.” I ALWAYS received 
compassion in return. Find your way of letting 
it out, but do let it out.  
Daily distractions from grief. Especially in the 
first year, I made sure I had something almost 
daily to distract myself from the relentless pain 
and despair, such as going to a funny movie, 
going out with accepting friends, taking walks, 
or working in the garden. I MADE myself do 
these things, even though most of the time I 
did not want to do them. Though little of it was 
meaningful, it did give me a teensy bit of relief 
from the sobbing, and it made the days go by 
more quickly. At first, time may feel like your 

of his death in my life even today, eleven 
years after his death. 
   I remember the change. Mitchell was in 
the hospital and lost all of his hair. My 
parents told me he was undergoing some-

thing called chemotherapy, which meant 
nothing to me except that his hair was 
gone now. He was so far away from me, 
but that never stopped me from seeing 
him. One day we played in his house, and 
he had to bring an I.V. with him every-
where he went. I visited him when he was 
in the hospital. Entering Mitchell’s room 
was immediate redemption. Somehow 
when I was with him, I felt comfortable 
in a hospital, which is hard to do. 
Mitchell’s personality never changed 
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How Do I Do This? 
      By Susan Whitmore, Erika’s Mom 

Mitchell & Dillon 

“The flaming arrow that was 
the news of his death hit me 

straight in the heart . . .” 



Please come in and join us . . . for a visit      Inside griefHaven                                           

      
            

In  our last issue, we talked about 
how much it means to a parent to 
simply hear their child’s name. 

Please join us this time for excerpts from our 
2004 video interview with former mayor of Los 
Angeles, Richard Riordan, who lost his two 
children, Billy and Carol, only three years apart. 
Here he candidly shares his journey of loss and 
hope. For the full interview, please visit our web 
site at www.griefHaven.org, drop-down box, 
“Interviews of  Hope.” 
 

My  name is Dick Riordan, and 
my former wife, Genie, and 
I had five children—four 

daughters and a son. My son was killed in a 
scuba diving accident picking up shellfish to 
cook for his friends 21 years ago, and my 
daughter died of a heart attack when she was 
19 about 19 years ago. My daughter's name is 

Carol, and my son's name is Billy. 
 Billy loved to cook. So he would go out in the 
early mornings in a shallow bay and pick up 
shellfish to take home and cook for his friends. 
One morning 21 years ago, he went out in this 
bay, in about 15 or 20 feet of water, and he 
died there. Even so,  we buried Billy at sea 
because he wanted to have his body recycled if 
anything ever happened to him. Of course, we 
never thought we would have to truly make that 
decision.  
  In the beginning, how did you deal with the 
terrible loss of your children? 
 In the beginning, I found a way to deal with the 
pain, and it was don’t stop yourself from crying. 
For a year or two, I would be in meetings with 
important people, and I would just start crying. I 
got myself to the point where I wasn't embar-
rassed, and I would cry and then get on with 
whatever I was doing. But don’t fight the grief.   
 Your memory of your children will be with you 
always—every day—but the grief becomes 
more manageable over time, particularly if you 
have people who need your help. As mayor of 
Los Angeles, I attended many funerals. One I 
attended, the child had been murdered, and I 
remember telling the parents to think also of the 

children left behind. Then I think of people like 
you, Susan, who had only one child, and that 
makes it a lot tougher. I still have three children—
three beautiful daughters—and I still think about 
Carol and Billy all of the time. Not easy. 
 What initial support did you receive that you 
found helpful? 
 It’s hard to remember. It was sort of just letting 
myself go and grieve. People brought food and 
took walks with me. We had an open house and 
wonderful people came in and out, but I felt al-
most separated from everyone and everything, 
like I wasn’t really there.   
 Can you describe what the beginning of your 
grief was like? 
 It's like having a sledgehammer hit you over your 
head. At first, many times, you'll panic and be in 
such high grief that you don't think you can stand 
it for another second—that you are going to die if 
you have another second of grief. And I found that 
the best thing is to just let yourself go, let yourself 
cry, and don't be embarrassed about it, because 
you’re really not crying for yourself—you are cry-
ing for your children you lost, and there is nothing 
wrong with that. 
 I still, now and then—but rarely now—wake up 
from a dream where I've totally lost control, and I 
don't think I can live another second, and then I 
wake up. But again, you have to keep going. You 
have no right to give up. 
 People grieve very differently, and I am a person 
who keeps my emotions to myself.  But when I 
lost my children, I let my emotions go. Genie han-
dled her emotions differently than I did. She kept 
more control through all of this, and I know she 
felt the same grief I did.   
 What were some of the things you did that helped 
you get through? 
 Besides letting myself go and grieve, I think that 
my faith and belief in God helped. The loss also 
brought me closer to all of my daughters. I was 
close to them before Billy and Carol died, but I 
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think the grief helped them to help me and 
me to help them—it brought them into my 
life in a different way.  
 Also, humor is good. There’s nothing wrong 
with having a laugh between your moments 
of grief. Just be yourself, don't be hard on 
yourself, and let yourself go.  
  Between crying, do the positive things in 
life that need to be done. Maybe go out and 
shop or play a little tennis. I’m a lawyer, so I 
would do some legal work or take my other 
children to the movies. You can enjoy some-
thing in between cries. You don’t have to be 
sad 100% of the time, and you are not disre-
spectful to your children who passed if you 
have fun parts to your life. 
 You have never before spoken publicly 
about Carol and Billy and your losses. What 
would you say to people watching and listen-
ing to this video now? 
 The only times I have ever alluded publicly 
to the loss of my children is when talking 
with a parent who had lost a child. I would 
say, “You have to think about the people left 
behind, you can't give up—you have to keep 
going.” 
 What about the birthdays and other major 
holidays? 
 Don’t be afraid to be sad. You come up to 
your child’s first birthday after he or she has 
died, and it’s best if you don’t fight your sad-
ness. Let it be there and be a part of you. Of 
course, at the same time, think about your 
other children and your spouse and the 
people who are also left behind. My son’s 
first birthday after he passed  was a few 
days after he died. But the next birthday and 
Christmas, I was still feeling tremendous 
grief, crying at the drop of a hat, and it’s 
pretty tough to get through. But then, again, 
you just let yourself go.  
  What are some things you did in memory of 
Carol and Billy? 
 The school Carol attended wanted to name 
a library after her, but we were not comfort-
able with her name being out there like that, 
so there is a little flag outside the library with 
her picture on it. We also donated to the new 
Lady of the Angels Cathedral downtown for 
the choir loft, and we have a little plaque 
there that says In Memory of Billy and Carol, 
but we don’t mention last names. Everyone 
does it differently, and that was our way 
because we thought that was more respect-

(Continued on page 7) 

Let yourself 
go, let your-

self cry, and 
don’t be em-
barrassed 
about it. 

“ “ 
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Honoring Mitchell, (Continued from Page 4) 

always had orange balloons, orange tee 
shirts and anything else he could find that 
was orange. After he died, we gradually 
began to associate him with the monarch 
butterfly. The life of a butterfly is short 
but sweet, like Mitchell’s. Although mon-
archs are only around for a little time, 
they mature rapidly and become stun-
ningly beautiful. It was obvious to us that 
Mitchell was somehow still alive in the 

form of a monarch butterfly. Not only for 
the bold orange color that distinguishes 
monarchs, but also for their distinctive-
ness—a distinctiveness that relates to 
Mitchell’s unique persona and made him 
stand out as an individual in our lives. 
Finally, a butterfly flies free from all the 
restraints of the world. It’s that aspect of 
Mitchell, his free spirit, that lives on in 
the butterfly. Seeing the monarchs is not 

supposed to make us feel sad, but rather 
make us feel enlightened. It shows us that 
Mitchell is flying free across the skies, but is 
always close to our homes and our hearts. 

pist and did not want to take the time 
away from my family. Because we have 
a very strong marriage, I thought talk-
ing to Anne and going through this 
process together was all I could handle. 
I found devoting time and energy to our 
surviving son was critical. In addition, 
feeling strong has always been very 
important to me. It was a must that I 
continue my regimen of daily exercise. 
Concentrating on my work was also 
helpful, although some of my most dif-
ficult times occurred when driving 
home from the office. At these times, 
alone in the car, I often found myself 
overcome with grief. I would yell in 
anger and frustration or just cry uncon-
trollably. When I arrived home and 
Anne would need to talk, my frequent 
reply was, ‘I’m barely holding on by my 
fingernails. I can’t talk about this now.’ 
This is only one example of the huge 

strain the loss of a child puts on a mar-
riage and how important it is to allow 
each other to do whatever is necessary 
for them to grieve. This permission and 
acceptance was a key reason that we 
are still happily married.” 
Changing Family Patterns 
  Early on, we realized that, with 
Mitchell gone, we couldn’t continue the 
same family rituals and traditions. We 
had to focus on what was best for the 
three of us, regardless of any disap-
pointment or upset that it caused our 
extended families and friends. While 
we had always attended a big family 
Thanksgiving dinner, we started a new 
tradition of taking a family trip each 
Thanksgiving. We left town for the 
holidays, including New Year’s, be-
cause we knew we couldn’t celebrate as 
we had in the past. This was not the 
time to let family and friends tell us 

what we “should” be doing or feeling. 
These changes were an important step in 
our healing process; however, they did not 
have to be permanent. After six years, we 
returned to attending family Thanksgiv-
ing dinners. 
   Similarly, in making day-to-day deci-
sions, we tried not to allow ourselves to be 
controlled by other people’s expectations.  
We turned down invitations for events 
that we “should” go to.  We left parties 
and functions because we felt too uncom-
fortable watching others who were cele-
brating.  Being around people and trying 
to act happy required too much effort.  We 
knew it was okay to go out and have fun, 
but often we simply could not be sociable. 
Beginning Again 
   As we were grieving intensely, it felt as 
if we would never emerge from the depths 
of despair. Over time, we overcame some 
of these overwhelming feelings.  The 
world was no longer the stark black and 
gray in which we had been living. We 
could see colors again.  We were now able 
to see the light at the end of the tunnel. 
We were still in the tunnel, but we could 
see a future in which we didn’t feel so 
bad. This allowed us to return to partici-
pating actively in life.  How did this 
change happen?  Our progress in recon-
structing a happy life was based on sev-
eral factors. 
   First, we had to change our perspective.  
We stopped asking  “why” did this tragedy 
happen to us.  Rather, we embraced an 
idea expressed by Naomi Levy in her 
book, To Begin Again, which was, “Where 
do we go from here?” This shift allowed us 
to focus on the things we could change.  It 
meant looking at the loss differently and 
having a more positive attitude.  We could 
appreciate what a special gift we were 
given, to have been Mitchell’s parents. We 
also began to focus on how fortunate we 
were.  We have survived this loss with a 
strong marriage, a healthy son and the 
support of extended family and friends. 
The loss made us realize more clearly how 
precarious life can be. As a result, we try 

to live in the present and not postpone 
plans and trips to an uncertain future.  
We try to create as many positive memo-
ries as we can each day because we don’t 
know what the future holds. 
   We also found that assisting others 
helps give meaning to our lives.  Anne 

often counsels newly grieving moms.  
Only someone who has gone through this 
tragedy can understand and truly empa-
thize with the experience.  While talking 
about our loss can be painful and bring 
up difficult memories, helping other par-
ents feel less despair or less alone during 
their intense grieving process gives 
meaning and purpose to Mitchell’s death. 
   Most importantly, we focus on what 
Mitchell would have wanted.  We did not 
want Mitchell’s legacy to be two bitter 
parents mourning his loss for the rest of 
their lives. He deserved better. This reali-
zation helped us change our priorities. 
We know we have grown as a result of 
this process.  We have become better peo-
ple. Life has become more meaningful, 
and we have greater appreciation for the 
life we have.  This has led to a deeper 
compassion for others and a better under-
standing of what really matters. 
   Wherever you may be in your grieving 
process, know that it can get better.  This 
will not come easily or quickly.  Give 
yourself the permission to grieve in your 
own time and in your own way.  Do not 
hesitate to seek help.  This is a very 
lonely process, but you will know joy and 
happiness again.   
 
 
Anne and Wayne’s five-year-old son, 
Mitchell, was diagnosed with a rare 
form of cancer.  After numerous hos-
pitalizations, he died seven months 
later. 

Ten Years Later  (Continued from Page 2) 

* A butterfly is 
engraved on 

Mitchell’s head-
stone. 

W e have survived this 
loss with a strong mar-
riage . . . 

W e were now able to see 
the light at the end of 

the tunnel. 
“ “ 

“ “ 
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to outwardly express themselves and be 
heard and understood. Men tend to want 
to fix and do things to “make it all better,” 
not necessarily dwelling on the feelings, 
though men obviously need to express 
their grief as well. 
   The mom and dad relationships that 
actually develop in life (as opposed to the 
biological attachment) can be very differ-
ent. This is dependent on several factors, 
including the activities each parent partici-
pates in with the child, as well as their 
individual roles in raising the child. Such 
variations in life experience can result in 
differences in the grieving process. Differ-
ences can be especially pronounced if the 
child is a stepchild to one of the parents, 
or if parents are separated or divorced. 
   Loss activates and intensifies relation-
ship problems that existed before the 
death of the child. So, in addition to the 
shock and utter pain of loss, the ripples of 
previous problems grow larger and be-
come overwhelming. Even the strongest 
of relationships is challenged by such a 
loss. 
   However, these relationships can be 
sustained by constantly renewing and 
refueling the love bonds between part-
ners. When the shock, rage, sadness, and 
fear from the loss of a child hits, the inten-
sity of these core emotions can be turned 
against each other, sometimes resulting in 
blaming and attacking the very integrity of 
the other.  I call this “burning down the 
house.”  In other words, the partners may 
turn against each other when driven by 
their intense negative emotions.  Addition-
ally, when there is grief, it can be hard to 

experience pleasure of any kind for 
months or even years. So while this tear-
ing down process takes place, no positive, 
joyous, and pleasurable experience off-
sets the attacks to the marriage bond. 
So how do you preserve the marriage? 

1st  Identify the most important ele-
ments that hold your relationship 

together. Acknowledge your love for one 
another, the continuity of your lives to-
gether, and the spiritual basis for your 
relationship if that is part of your belief 
system. 

2nd Acknowledge the differences in 
each of your grief styles, and 

encourage each other to express grief in 
your own unique ways. Reflect on how 
your  relationship to the child may have 
been different for each of you. Appreciate 
the unique needs you each have in the 
ways you express your grief.  For in-
stance, one of you may wail and cry 
openly, while the other may need to go 
into a room alone. Do your best not to 
judge the other’s grief process. 

3rd No couple can bear the loss of a 
child by themselves. Support for 

both must also come from other people, 
including family members, friends, support 
groups, and, perhaps, therapists. It is too 
much to expect you to be there solely for 
each other—you are already having to 
endure, yourself, as much as you can 
handle. So don’t expect your spouse to 
always be the one to be there for you. 

4th Although emotional attacks 
against one another must be rec-

ognized as a likely part of the natural grief 

process, you do need to work to channel the 
grief in constructive directions, rather than 
against each other. You are both dealing 
with great pain, so personal attacks only 
add to a broken heart. When this does hap-
pen, however, it is imperative that you 
apologize and take responsibility to redirect 
the powerful grief emotions. Also, as hurt as 
you might be by an attack, be willing to for-
give the other by understanding that the 
attack was motivated by the powerful pain of 
loss and not true feelings of contempt. 

5th As soon as possible, participate in 
positive experiences, even if, at first, 

you do not feel like it. This could be as sim-
ple as taking a short walk. You both need to 
break up the pattern of grief, even if just for 
a few moments. 

6th Remember what you still have in 
life, such as other family or chil-

dren. Other valuable parts of your life need 
to be acknowledged and honored. 
   As difficult as the death of your child is on 
your relationship, you can get through it with 
a renewed sense of each other and the 
strength of your love. It happens all of the 
time. No one can tell you how to grieve or 
when, exactly, to take each step. But  each 
step can, in the end, bring you closer to 
each other.  Participating in life as much as 
possible between the waves of grief that 
occur will be helpful in keeping your relation-
ship meaningful and whole.  
Dr. Roger Dafter is a Ph.D. psychologist who spe-
cializes in mind/body medicine and grief. He can 

be reached in West Los Angeles at  
310-472-8100    

Send your questions to 
hope@griefHaven.org 

You Asked . . . (Continued From Page 3) 

ful of them.   
 If someone had just lost a child, what advice 
would you give them? 
 During this first period of time, you have to accept 
your grief. Let it go. It will be uncontrollable for a 
while—but every week, every month, every year 
that goes by, it will be a little more and more con-
trollable. Not that you will ever forget your chil-
dren, not that you will not cry—but you will be able 
to live with your loss more and more. Then, think 
about their memory, think about how they are in a 
great spot now, how they love you. And also think about the children, spouses and others who 

have been left behind and need your love 
and help.   
 What final message would you share with 
others? 
 Well, I will say a prayer to any of your chil-
dren who have died, as I do to my own. They 
are in a great spot now, they are looking 
down, they are loving you, they are laughing 
at you, they are supporting you. And I am 
sorry for your loss. 

“Come out of the circle of time, and into the circle of love.” —Rumi Page 7 
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Grief Pin 
Remember to request your free grief pin at 
                 hope@griefHaven.org. 

15332 Antioch Street, Ste. 147 
Pacific Palisades, CA  90272-3628 

 Where Hope 
Resides 

you don’t feel like it. 
  The bees came the summer of 1964, the 
summer I turned 14, and my life went 
spinning off into a whole new orbit, and I 
mean whole new orbit. Looking back on it 
now, I want to say the bees were sent to 
me . . . Right now it’s enough to say that, 
despite everything that happened that 
summer, I remain tender toward the bees. 
–Lily Owens 

  Lily Owens lives on a peach farm 
with her harsh father. She’s had an 
experience that drives her to new 
places in order to find the truth. Her 
only real companion had been a  
woman by the name of Rosaleen who 
is quite feisty and outspoken. To-
gether they begin a journey to 
Tiburon, South Carolina. There they 
are taken in by an eccentric trio of 
beekeeping sisters who initiate them 
into the secret life of bees. 

  The Secret 
Life of Bees, 
a remark-
able story 
about the 
transforma-
tive power 
of love, 
evokes a 
rare wisdom about life. This stun-
ning story’s rich, assured, irresisti-
ble voice gathers us up and doesn’t 
let us go, not for a moment.  
  The book, one of those rare novels 
that becomes an experience in life,  
is something you will want to share 
and discuss with others. Do your-
self a favor and get lost in . . . 

The Secret Life of Bees.   
 

Help others with your recommendations by 
writing to us at hope@griefHaven.org. 

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

The Secret Life of Bees 
by Sue Monk Kidd 

S ometimes 
we need to 
laugh. Some-
times we sim-
ply need a 
break, to read 
s o m e t h i n g 
e n d e a r i n g , 
well- written, 
and meaning-
ful. That is 
why, this 
time, we are 
recommend-
ing the hilarious, touching, sweet, 
and whimsical story of Lily and 
Rosaleen in The Secret Life of 
Bees. Writing does not get better 
than this, and we guarantee you 
will laugh out loud, even when 

Read, Listen, Watch—Parents Recommend  

www.griefHaven.org 

  If you want this free news-
letter sent to anyone, please email us at 
hope@griefHaven.org. 

                                                            Your Donations Mean So Much 
 Our goal is to provide the video, Portraits of Grief; Badges of Courage, the newsletter, grief pin, and the 
memory page 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 Foundation’s support for grieving parents, you may donate by: 
     • Mailing a check to the address above (make check to The EWG Foundation) 
     • Go to www.griefHaven.org click on the first page where it says “make a donation,” and donate through PayPal 
     • Go to www.griefHaven.org and the “About Us” drop-down box and go to PayPal to donate. 
                                                       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 

 If you click the box at the end of each message on the message board where it says, “Notify me by email when somebody replies to this 
       message,” you will receive a notice in your email in-box every time someone replies.  Try it! 
 griefHaven.org had over 100,000 visits in the last seven months. 
Grief, not expressed and dealt with, can make you ill and negatively impact the rest of your life.   

                                                       What’s New At griefHaven.org 
 Interviews of Hope.  Our first one will be on line by April 30, 2006. 
 Question of the Month.  Please visit the message board whenever possible and post a response to the question. 

        Also, writing to one another is so helpful to all of us in need of hope, regardless of how long it’s been.   
 Publicity. Our new publicity dropdown menu allows you to share in all that has happened to the Foundation, letting others know we are 

            here for them. 


