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A picture sits on the piano.

You, frozen in time with a smile that reflects your joyous heart.

On most days, the picture is pushed into the backdrop of my life.
A record of what was and what will not be.

On most days I see the picture but do not see you.
I sneak a glance but don’t linger.
“I miss you sweetie pie,” escapes my lips.

A necessary detachment from the picture—and the loss it represents.
All part of my strategy to maintain my new normal without you.

A trap that lies in wait amongst the brick-a-brack of my life.

Today I picked up your picture and looked long into your eyes.
Ensnared, my truce with the picture broken.
My carefully created internal balance disrupted.

A rush of your essence stokes the fire of my pain.
I sob and let myself feel the loss.
“I love you.”

Like a hand burned by flame,

I thrust the picture back into its place
and let it fade

back into life’s background...

- John Freda , Nicole’s Dad

John Freda is Nicole Noel Freda’s father. Nicole, his only child, died at age 11 in 2010. Since then, his grief journey has been shaped by the experiences that
have defined his life. A graduate of the U.S. Coast Guard Academy, John served 20 years as a Coast Guard officer, working as a sailor, Coast Guard Academy
instructor, and operations research analyst. His military service taught him to set a course, persevere through storms, think clearly in difficult circumstances,
and believe that even the most distant destination can be reached. Through his Catholic faith shared with Nicole, he learned forgiveness, compassion, and hope
beyond this earthly life. Time spent hiking the woods and mountains with Nicole and their two golden retrievers taught him to recognize peace and beauty,
even in life’s most difficult seasons. John also served as co-leader of The Compassionate Friends’ Central Connecticut Chapter, supporting his wife, Karen,
during her 14 years as chapter leader. Walking alongside other bereaved parents reinforced another lesson of his journey: that healing is possible, and that
offering hope to others is itself part of the path.
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Compassionate Friendships

“Friendship ... is born at the moment when one [person] says to another
“What! You too? I thought that no one but myself . ..”
- C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves

Friendships are formed in a variety of ways, through proximity, shared
values, common interests, and often shared experiences. The C.S. Lewis
quote above describes friendships born from realizing we are not alone—
connections with those who understand without explanation because
they have walked, and continue to walk, a similar path. This sentiment is
captured in our very name, The Compassionate Friends.

Grief is deeply personal, yet our experiences often intersect. Sharing our
stories helps us feel less alone and offers others context for their own grief.
This mutual exchange—listening, learning, and recognizing what we
share—is at the heart of peer support. In this edition of We Need Not Walk
Alone, it is our hope that you will find validation in your grief, relate to
another persons story, and/or gather small nuggets of wisdom from others
with similar experiences. Insights are shared from a variety of perspectives
and loss experiences. If you see yourself in these articles, lean into it. As you
read, reflect on your own story and how you can relate. Consider the ways
you cope with your grief, how you have experienced your grief, and the
people who surprised you by how they showed up for you (or not).

Wherever you may be in your grief, please know that you are among
friends. Visit The Compassionate Friends website HERE to learn more
about ways you can be in supportive community with others who care.
Search for a local Compassionate Friends Chapter or Support Group

in your local community HERE. Join one of our more than 40 Private
Facebook pages HERE. Visit HERE to sign up for one of our upcoming
grief support webinars, or to view our many archived webinars on replay. If
you want to know more about how to get involved with The Compassionate
Friends as a volunteer, or ways you can support others, reach out to us
HERE. We are The Compassionate Friends, we need not walk alone.

Andy McNiel
CEO
The Compassionate Friends

Thank you to everyone who joined us in Baltimore from July 3-5 for our 49th National
Conference. We heard from inspiring keynote speakers and talented entertainers. More
than 100 workshops were presented, and over 40 sharing sessions were held. It was

a weekend that provided our bereaved families with connection, understanding, and
hope, as well as an opportunity to honor the memory of their children, grandchildren,
and siblings alongside others who truly understand.

Plan to join

us next year for our 50th National Conference in
Phoenix, Arizona, July 15 - 18, 2027.

What act of self-care has made the biggest difference in youwr
guef jowmey?

Setting boundaries and not feeling guilty about it. I don’t have the mental

energy like I did prior to Abby’s death. I don’t go into lengthy explanations of

why I say “no.”

- Janet Beddow, Abby’s Mom

wo"2qoped0)s/AIQIUNIEA ©
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Finding Purpose in the Shadow

of Loss

by Andrea Magder, Ethan’s Mom

T

Sometimes life shifts without warning. One minute, you're
living a predictable and even at times mundane existence;
then the next, you're thrust into a maelstrom of chaos. If I
had known decades ago the direction my life would take,
would I have made different choices or held onto some
moments tighter? This question lingers in my mind.

Perhaps it’s the gloomy weather weighing on me today,
mirroring the emptiness in my life, or maybe it’s another
wave of grief that still crashes over me, even eight years
after my son’s passing. Some days cut deeper than others,
leaving me feeling as if the ground has been swept out
from under me once again, forcing me to relive that initial
shock, the evening I learned my son was gone. It comes
as a stark reminder that healing isn't a straight path but
rather a winding road, full of twists, turns, and setbacks
that challenge our resilience and test our will to continue
moving forward.

In the early days of my grief, I filled my days with
distractions, searching for anything that could momentarily
dull my pain. I threw myself into home projects, painting
furniture, reorganizing closets, and spent countless hours
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watching mindless television, all in an effort to silence my

racing thoughts and escape the deafening quiet of my home.
But no matter how hard I tried to escape, painful reminders
always seemed to surface, whether it was a photo that
popped up on my phone, or a familiar place I accidentally
stumbled upon. Each reminder jolted me back to my new
reality, leaving me filled with an emptiness that seemed to
consume me entirely.

The simple acts of daily living, brewing coffee, answering
emails, engaging in small talk, felt like I was participating
in an elaborate charade. I was going through the motions of
living without truly being present, unable to reconnect with
the passions that had once inspired me.

As time moved on, I couldn’t understand why the emptiness
persisted so relentlessly year after year, barely giving me time
to catch my breath. What I failed to recognize then was that
hollow ache I was feeling wasn't solely derived from my loss, but
that it stemmed from something deeper. It was the absence of
having a purpose in my life, to move me forward when every
fiber of my being wanted to hide under the covers from a world
that continued to turn despite my son’s absence.

My identity had undergone a seismic shift, making it
impossible to return to the work I once pursued. The person
I had been before my son’s death no longer existed. The
reflection staring back at me from the mirror was no longer
mine. It belonged to a stranger, someone who wore my face
but whose eyes held a different story entirely. Everything
telt trivial; my daily routines were empty and meaningless.

I moved through each day without truly being present, like
an actor performing in a play theyd long since lost faith in.

It took over three years of drifting through this vast fog
before I finally grasped a truth that was both harsh and
illuminating: while loss can fracture the human spirit, it’s
the absence of purpose that truly breaks us. That void acts
like a vacuum, pulling us deeper into darkness than the loss
itself. I realized I had moved through most of my life on
autopilot, never questioning what drove me forward. My
purpose had been clear and almost instinctual, building

a career and creating a life for my family. I didn’t need to
search for motivation; it was woven into the fabric of my
daily existence. But now the goals I had pursued with such
determination seemed like artifacts from another life. The
passion that had once moved me evaporated in the light of
my new reality.

It was in these darkest moments that I began to understand
something crucial about human nature. We all require
more than just survival; we need a reason to survive.

The simple act of existing isn’t enough to sustain us. We
need something to work toward, something to believe in,
something that makes the pain of living not an endless
journey, but worthwhile.

This realization didn’t immediately transform my grief into
purpose, but it helped me understand why my healing felt
so incomplete. I had been trying to recover from my loss
without addressing the fundamental need for meaning in
my life. It wasn't just about learning to live without my son;
it was about finding a new reason to engage in life again,

to wake up each morning with something more than an
obligation to push me forward.

In my heart, I knew I needed to create something
meaningful, something that gave a voice to what was left
unsaid. I found myself drawn to stories of artists who, like
my son, had their talents overlooked during their lifetimes.
This connection inspired me to create a nonprofit that
honors these artists posthumously, creating a platform

to showcase their unseen talents. The more I immersed
myself in their stories, the more I felt connected, not just to
them, but to my own grief in a way that felt less isolating.

Eventually, this dedication became the compass that propelled
me to change. It was the rope that pulled me back from the
brink when everything else seemed to be slipping away.

Purpose doesn’t erase loss, but it can transform it. It gave
me a reason to keep going on days when I wasn't sure I
could. It reminded me that even in absence, there is still
something left to give, still a way to honor love, still a way to
create something from the wreckage.

Finding purpose doesn’t have to be world-changing; it can
be something small, something personal, anything that
gives you a reason to keep going when the weight of loss
threatens to pull you under. It hasn’t been a linear path for
me, far from it. I still have days when grief overshadows
everything I do, when memories flood back with such
intensity that I can barely catch my breath, but I know now
that healing isn’t about “moving on” but rather learning to
carry our losses with purpose.

Living with this loss has taught me many difficult but
essential lessons about survival, resilience, and the human
capacity to endure even the most profound grief. Perhaps
the most crucial one is this: when we are living in the
aftermath of profound loss, when our world is shattered
and our spirits broken beyond repair, we must actively seek
a reason to keep living. That and only that is what pulls us
forward when we feel like giving up.

Purpose becomes your lifeline. It is the thread that connects
you to living again when everything else seems insignificant.

I will never know if my life would have been different had I
made different choices, but what I do know is that, even in
the face of unimaginable loss, I have found a way forward, a
path through the darkness that honors both my son and my
need to continue living. I have built something that carries
both my son’s legacy and my own, a purpose that gives
meaning to the pain and transforms loss into something
beautiful and meaningful. And maybe, just maybe, that

is enough for this lifetime, enough to keep me moving
forward, one day at a time.

Andrea Magder is a New York City based writet, producer, and
founder of The Artist Lives, a nonprofit dedicated to preserving

the creative legacies of deceased artists, musicians, and writers.
Following nearly three decades in feature film development and
production, she founded The Artist Lives after the loss of her son
Ethan in 2017, inspired by the writing he left behind. Andrea writes
and speaks about grief and remembrance and works with families
navigating addiction loss.
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Justitying the Journey

by Kris Leitner, Grant’s Mom

The death of a child reshapes life in ways that cannot be

understood from the outside. It does not simply bring
sadness; it alters the entire structure of a parent’s world
— emotionally, physically, mentally and spiritually. What
follows is not just grief, but a lifelong journey through
terrain that few people truly recognize.

And yet, along this journey, many bereaved parents discover
they are quietly expected to justify — not the love, not the
loss, rather the way grief changes us.

People observe the outward shifts and begin to form
conclusions. They see behavior that no longer fits who

we once were. They notice that we withdraw more often,
that we may seem isolated or more guarded. They see beliefs
evolving, priorities rearranging, patience thinning for things
that once seemed important. They notice health struggles,
exhaustion and emotional waves that appear without warning.

And questions follow — spoken or unspoken.

o Why are you still struggling?
« Why haven't you moved forward?

« Why do you seem different?
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What many do not understand is that grief does not
only live in the soul. It lives in the body. It lives in the
mind. It lives in the way a parent sees the world after the
unimaginable has happened.

In the early stages of loss, survival becomes the only goal.
Even the most basic tasks feel like they require too much
effort to complete. Brushing your teeth, taking a shower,
changing clothes — things that once required no thought
now demand energy you may not have. Tears drain you.
The mind circles endlessly through despair, disorientation,
chaos and unanswered questions. Sleep becomes difficult.
The body feels heavy. The nervous system rarely rests. Grief
is not simply emotional pain. It is total depletion.

For many parents, the beginning of this grief journey feels
like standing at the base of an enormous mountain. The
slope rises sharply, disappearing into clouds that hide the

summit. The mountain is visible, but the way forward is not.

There is no map, no preparation and no way to know how
long the climb will take. And yet, the climb begins.

Some days we manage only a few steps upward. Other days
we slip back down the slope without warning. Progress is

uneven and often invisible to those watching from below.
From a distance it may appear that we are standing still, but
every ounce of strength is being used simply to remain on
the mountain. Over time, the climb begins to reshape every
part of life.

Health can change. The body carries trauma and prolonged
stress in ways that may surface months or years later. Energy
shifts. Fatigue
becomes familiar.
The nervous
system stays on
alert in ways it
never did before.

Attitudes shift as well. Tolerance for superficial
conversations fades. Priorities reorganize around what
truly matters because loss strips away the illusion that life is
predictable or guaranteed. Relationships may change. Some
people drift away, unable to understand the path we now
walk. Others draw closer, offering gentle compassion.

Beliefs may change too. Some parents deepen their faith.
Others wrestle with spiritual questions they never expected
to ask. Many discover a sharper awareness of life’s fragility
and a deeper reverence for the love that still remains.

From the outside, these changes can look confusing or
concerning. But they are not signs of failure. They are the
natural consequences of climbing a mountain that most
people will never have to face.

Because these changes are apparent, bereaved parents often
feel pressure to explain them. To justify why certain days are
harder than others:

« To justify why holidays feel impossible.

« To justify why their health, energy, outlook or
relationships look different now.

« To justify why they no longer feel connected in the way
they used to.

In other words, we are asked to justify the journey while we
are still climbing it.

But grief, after the death of a child, cannot be measured by
outside expectations. The ground is too steep, the air too
thin and the climb too personal for anyone else to define.
This journey is shaped by a new form of love and that new
form of love does not follow a timetable.

Along the way, something remarkable often happens.
Other bereaved parents find us. Sometimes through

But grief, after the death of a child, cannot be
measured by outside expectations.

a conversation. Sometimes through a support group.
Sometimes through the tranquil recognition that passes
between two people who understand the same loss.
However it happens, there is an immediate understanding
that requires no explanation. These are the people who

have seen the mountain too. They know the climb is all-
consuming. They know the unseen weight carried in every
step. Instead of asking us to justify our grief, they simply
walk beside us.
Those who have
climbed longer
reach back and
steady those who
are just beginning.
And those who once felt completely broken eventually
discover that they can extend a hand to someone else on the
trail. We remind each other:

« to breathe when the air feels too thin.
o to rest when the climb feels impossible.

o that this journey, however difficult, is real.

Perhaps, for me, that is why “the mountain” has always felt
like the truest way to describe my journey.

As I have walked this grief path, I have often described it

as climbing a mountain. What many people do not know

is that I have actually climbed one. I climbed Eagle Peak in
Yosemite. It was intense, tiring and breathtaking in ways that
are difficult to describe. The trail demanded everything I had.
There were moments when my legs burned, moments when

I had to stop just to breathe and moments when the summit
felt impossibly far away. Yet step by step, I kept climbing.

When I finally reached the top, I stood in silence and looked
out across the vastness of Yosemite. The air felt different
there. The world looked different from that height. And

I realized something that has stayed with me ever since:
“Mountains change the people who climb them”.

My climb has demanded strength I did not know I
possessed. It has overwhelmed me, reshaped me and taken
me into places of anguish I never imagined I would walk.
Yet it has also revealed depths of love, compassion and
humanity that I might never have discovered otherwise.

So if my journey looks different now — it is because my:
o pace is slower.
o priorities have shifted.

o heart sees the world through a different lens — I no
longer feel the need to justify my journey.

continued on page 10
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continued from page 9

I climbed a mountain built by love and grief — literally.

I looked out over the horizon and knew that I had been
irrevocably changed.

I realized that despite my heartache, I was stronger than I
ever imagined.

I recognized that I would rather have known him — even
for far too brief a time — and learned how to carry this
unbearable sorrow than to have never known him at all.

Every step I took honored my child and I knew he was with me
and always would be — until my journey sends me Home.

Kris Leitner has been involved with The Compassionate Friends for
10 years and serves as a Chapter Leader and Newsletter Editor. Her
son, Grant, unexpectedly passed away at the age of 21 in August 2014
and remains a guiding presence in her life. Through writing, Kris has
found a space to honor Grant, explore her grief, and reflect on the
enduring bond of love. She is grateful for the opportunity to share her
journey alongside other bereaved parents and families.

This is a watercolor of the actual photo that was
taken when we reached the top! I owe a debt

of gratitude to - Lori (my wife), Kat and Lisa
(dear friends) who helped me prepare, train and
accomplish this unimaginable task. And also to
those who climbed it with us - Jake (my son),
Kailey (my daughter), Stefanie and Jay (my sister
and brother in law) and Wendy (my oldest and
one of my truest friends). Their love and support

meant everything!

WMWO/M@‘-WMWWW@%‘W i yowr
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For me, taking care of my spiritual health has impacted my emotional and mental

well-being. This includes prayer time and going to church on occasion. It has

really made a difference in my grieving process.

- Kimberly Smeltzer Pate, Mitchell’s Mom

I start my day writing down three affirmations of what I am thankful for. It hasn’t

always been easy thinking of three things, however it helps me start my day in a

more positive way.
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- Linda Jones-Blau, Ashley’s Mom
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A Walk to Remember is one of The Compassionate Friends’ most meaningful awareness and
fundraising events. It provides families, friends, and communities an opportunity to honor and

remember children, siblings, and grandchildren who have died while increasing awareness of the

support, understanding, and hope TCF offers to bereaved
families. More than a fundraiser, the Walk is a powerful
expression of remembrance and connection, bringing people

together to celebrate lives that will never be forgotten.

&
\’@ The Compassionate Friends

\\ / Supporting Family After a Child Dies

Refer to the TCF Walk to Remember Toolkit for helpful ideas to organize your event.

It can be found here on our website.

Watch for upcoming webinars for helpful ideas to host a successful Walk.

HOW IT WORKS

wl
o —
A
v—

Organize a Walk Committee

Invite neighboring Chapters and
community leaders

©)

Pick a Location, Date and Time

Give yourselves 3-4 months to plan
and organize

Add it to the TCF Master
Calendar
Submit your Walk to be added

Z

Recruit Sponsors and Walkers

Walk to Remember!

Contact Support@compassionatefriends.org for more information.
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The Sibling Who is Still Standing

by Jenny Leavitt, Jacob’s Mom

When my son died, people asked me how I was doing. They
asked my husband, too.

Meals arrived. Cards filled the mailbox. Friends sat with us
in those early days when breathing felt optional and time
made no sense.

What I did not notice at first — because my own grief was
so loud — was the quiet forming around our surviving son.

He was not standing at the edge of a hospital room. He was
lying in one.

He had been in the same car accident that took his brother’s
life. He survived with a traumatic brain injury, multiple
injuries, and a future that suddenly looked nothing like

the one he had imagined. After the trauma unit came

the step-down unit. After that, twelve weeks of inpatient
rehabilitation. He eventually came home in a wheelchair.

While his body fought to heal, he listened to medical
terminology swirl around him — neurological assessments,
cognitive evaluations, long-term prognosis. He was twenty
years old, technically an adult, yet dependent again in ways
neither of us expected. And in the middle of that, he was
grieving his brother.

His recovery did not allow for a quick return to routine.
There was no immediate going back to class. No slipping
quietly into “normal” Nearly a year passed before he
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returned to college. By then, everything — his body, his
mind, our family — had been reshaped.

A sibling’s grief is complicated. They have lost not only a
brother or sister, but also the version of their family that
existed before. The shared history. The shorthand language.
The person who remembered the same childhood moments
from a slightly different angle. Yet, they are still standing.

People often describe siblings as resilient. And many are. But
resilience does not mean the absence of grief. Sometimes it
simply means grief carried alongside physical pain, cognitive
fatigue, or the pressure to keep moving forward.

Caleb felt that pressure. He did not want to add to ours.
Even as we tried to steady ourselves in front of him, he
sensed the weight we were carrying. We did not collapse,
but we were altered. Our strength had cracks in it. He could
see that.

Some siblings wrestle with guilt — replaying arguments,
unfinished conversations, ordinary moments that now feel
sacred. Some feel responsible for being “the strong one.”
Others are unsettled by how fragile life suddenly seems.

Just this morning, in a Zoom gathering of bereaved parents,
one mother shared that she cannot yet bring herself to enter
her son’s bedroom. Her nine-year-old daughter, however,

has moved her Barbies onto the floor of that same room and

spends hours there. Another mom gently suggested, “That
might be her way of still being connected to him.”

Siblings often find their own ways of staying close.

One of the most important things I have learned — slowly
— is this:

Siblings need permission to grieve in their own way. Not
compared to their parents. Not measured by how visibly they
cry. Not judged by how quickly they return to activities.

They need space to talk about their brother or sister without
feeling they are reopening wounds. They need reassurance
that their grief is not a burden. Sometimes that means asking
open questions.

For us, it was less about school and more about church,
about friendships, about what felt different now. I learned
that those conversations rarely happened sitting face-to-face
across a table. They unfolded more naturally while driving,
or walking side by side, when eye contact wasn’t required
and silence didn't feel as heavy.

“Is there something you're afraid to say?” became a better
question than “Are you okay?”

Sometimes it also means acknowledging what has not changed.
“You are still a brother”
Those words matter more than we realize.

I have also learned that siblings often carry a quiet fear that
another loss could happen. Sudden tragedy can fracture
anyone’s sense of safety — parent or child alike. Gentle
reassurance, honest communication, and consistent presence
become anchors in a world that no longer feels predictable.

As parents, our own grief can narrow our vision. That
isn’t failure; it’s human limitation. There were days we
were simply surviving medical updates and therapy
appointments. Seeing all that Caleb carried required
intentionality we did not always have.

But when I began to look again — truly look — I saw not
only his pain, but his courage.

Families after the death of a child are forever changed. The
empty chair remains. The missing voice echoes in rooms
that once felt full.

But surviving siblings are not only witnesses to tragedy.
They are part of what continues. Part of what remains. Part
of the story still unfolding.

They deserve to be seen not merely as the one who survived,
but as someone whose loss is real, complex, and worthy of care.

When we notice the sibling who is still standing — even
if that standing comes slowly, through rehabilitation and
relearning — and step toward them, we offer something
steady in an unsteady world:

Your grief matters too.

In this altered landscape, none of us walk it alone.

Jenny Leavitt is a bereaved mother, author, and speaker who
supports families navigating child loss. Through writing and
community outreach, she focuses on the often-overlooked grief of
surviving siblings. Jenny is the author of GodPrints and is currently
completing a book dedicated to grieving siblings. She and her
husband live in Florida and continue to honor their son’s memory
through advocacy and hope-centered outreach.

TCF Sibling Zoom Meetings

SIB Suicide Support - Meets 4™ Monday of the month at 9:00 pm ET
Meeting with Jordon - Meets Tuesdays at 7:00 pm ET

Grief Book Club - Meets 1* Tuesday of the month at 7:30 pm ET

Write Your Soul - Meets 1* and 3™ Wednesday of the month at 7:00 pm ET
Meeting with Jason - Meets Thursdays at 7:00 pm ET

LGBTQ+ Sibs Meeting - Meets 1** and 3 Thursdays at 9:30 pm ET

Sibs That Died of Addiction - Meets 4™ Friday at 7:00 pm ET
Canada Sibling Sharing Circle - Meets 2™ Saturday of the month at 1:00 pm ET
SIBS in Relationships and Partners - Meets 2°¢ Sunday of the month at 7:00 pm ET

To sign up for TCF SIBS newsletter, visit tcfsibs.org or scan the QR code.
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Nineteen Years Later

by LM Griffiths

People often ask if grief gets easier with time.

Nineteen years after the death of my child, I can answer that
question honestly: grief changes, but it never truly leaves.

In the early days, grief consumed everything. Each morning
began with the painful realization that what had happened
was real. Every holiday, birthday, and family gathering
seemed to highlight the empty place at our table. I believed
I was learning how to survive, one day at a time.

What I did not realize was that grief would continue

to evolve long after the casseroles stopped arriving, the
sympathy cards were tucked away, and the world expected
life to return to normal.

The first years were measured in milestones. One year.
Five years. Ten years. Each anniversary felt significant, as
if reaching it should somehow provide answers or closure.
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Instead, I learned that grief does not follow a timeline. It
does not respect calendars, and it does not disappear simply
because enough time has passed.

As the years moved forward, life continued to unfold. New
experiences arrived. Family celebrations continued. There
were reasons to smile and moments of genuine happiness.
Yet grief remained, woven quietly into the fabric of
everyday life.

For a long time, I worried that moving forward might
mean leaving my child behind. I feared that healing
could somehow diminish the love I carried. Over time, I
discovered the opposite was true.

Love does not end because a life ends.

The relationship changes, but the love remains.

Nineteen years later, I still think about my child every

day. Sometimes it is something significant—a milestone
that should have been shared. Other times it is something
small—a song, a familiar expression, or a memory that
appears without warning. These moments no longer stop
me in my tracks the way they once did, but they still matter.

One of the greatest surprises has been learning that grief
and joy can exist together.

In the beginning, that seemed impossible. Joy felt like a
betrayal. How could I laugh, celebrate, or enjoy life when
my child was missing from it? Yet with time I learned that
joy does not replace grief, and grief does not eliminate joy.
They learn to coexist.

The heart somehow makes room for both.

I have also learned that there is no finish line in grief. There
is no day when a parent wakes up and declares themselves
healed. The loss becomes part of who we are. It shapes us,
teaches us, and often deepens our compassion for others
who are suffering.

If there is one thing I wish newly bereaved parents could
know, it is this: there is no right way to grieve, and there is
no timetable for healing.

You do not need to “get over it.”

You do not need to stop talking about your child.

You do not need to become the person you were before.
Your child’s life mattered. Your grief reflects that love.
Nineteen years later, I still carry both.

The pain is not as sharp as it once was, but the love is just as
strong.

And perhaps that is what I have learned most: grief is

not something we leave behind. It is something we learn

to carry. Some days the weight feels heavier than others.
Some days it is surprisingly light. But over time, we become
stronger than we ever imagined possible.

We continue.

We remember.

We love.

And we discover that even after unimaginable loss, life can
still hold meaning, purpose, and hope.

LM Griffiths lost her son in 2007 while he was home on leave
from military service. Nineteen years later, she continues to
advocate for hope and healing for bereaved families through her
writing. She is the author of Nineteen Years Later and lives in
Indiana with her husband.
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Mediation and journaling have been most helpful in learning to cope with my

daughter’s death. Regular exercise and spending as much time as I can in nature

are essential.

- MaryAnn West Hoermann, Sabine’s Mom

Developing a spiritual meditation practice. It has become a safe space for the

heavy days and a calming space for the gentle days.

- Kris Leitner, Grant’s Mom
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Healing Thr(;ugh Ritual

by Dr. Jit Baral, Utsavs Dad

After losing a child, nothing feels normal. Days stretch
endlessly. Nights turn too quiet. What helps us breathe
through the suffocating ache are the small, repeated acts

we perform in their memory—rituals. They become more
than customs. They become lifelines—threads we hold so we
don’t unravel.

In our home, Utsav remains with us—unseen but deeply

felt. His life-sized photo stands permanently installed in

the living room, so present that visitors instinctively lower
their voices when they walk in. Beneath it, a candle burns
continuously—our Akhand Jyoti—steady in a way we cannot
be. Each week, fresh flowers appear beside his image. Their
fragrance is brief, but their presence feels like devotion.

Tara offers a small portion of food each time something
is cooked in our home—just as she used to when Utsav
was alive, when she would call him to eat and wait for his
footsteps on the stairs. Now she serves him first without
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calling, quietly, almost automatically, as if her hands
remember a life her heart cannot accept has ended. She
places the portion on a small plate and carries it upstairs,
into his room, where she has made a small temple—simple,
humble, and sacred. It is not decoration. It is her way of
refusing to let his place in this house disappear.

Every morning, before the day fully begins, she opens

his door as gently as she can, careful with the handle as

if it might wake him. She pauses at the threshold, takes a
breath, and says, “Good morning, Utsav. I Miss you. Love
you, Baba” Her voice is soft—sometimes steady, sometimes
trembling—but always faithful to the ritual. Tara stands
there a moment longer than she needs to, as if waiting for
something—anything—to shift, to answer, to prove that love
can reverse what happened.

She offers him a full cup of water, so he won't feel thirsty.
That detail might sound small to someone outside our grief,

but to Tara it is everything. It is the language of a mother’s
care. The cup sits there like a daily promise: I still see you.
I still provide. I still mother you. Even if the world has
declared you gone.

Every week she fixes his bed. Not with quick hands, but with
attention—pulling the sheet tight, smoothing the wrinkles,
aligning the pillow as if his head might return to it. She
dusts the room. She wipes the corners. She straightens the
small objects that have become holy simply because his
fingers once touched them. She cleans his room not because
it is dirty, but because leaving it undone feels like surrender,
like admitting he will not come back.

At night, she repeats the ritual. She opens the door again and
says, “Good night, Utsav. I miss you. Love you, Baba” Then
she turns the light on. Not because he needs it, but because
she cannot bear the idea of his room sitting in darkness. The
light is her defiance—her refusal to let the world close him
down completely. Sometimes she lingers in the hallway, her
hand still on the doorframe, staring into the room as if her
eyes could hold him there. And when she finally walks away,
she walks like someone leaving a bedside, hoping the patient
will breathe again when she returns.

In the garage, where his gym equipment sits untouched,
Tara turns on the light as if he might return for one last
workout. On the 21st of each month—the day he left—
we donate food to the temple in his honor, believing that
somewhere, someone is being nourished in his name.

Tara never forgets to donate in his name—to the temple, to
the church, or to a beggar at a traffic light. Sometimes it is
money, sometimes food, sometimes blankets, sometimes
something small that wouldn't impress anyone—but the
point is never the amount. The point is the name. She offers
what she can and says, quietly inside herself: This is for
Utsav. It is her way of keeping his goodness moving through
the world, as if generosity can become a bridge between this
life and whatever comes next.

And then there is the empty chair in our dining room—kept
for him. No one sits there. Not out of superstition, not out of
display, but out of loyalty. We eat, we talk, we try to survive
another day—and that chair holds the truth we cannot escape
someone is missing. That chair is not furniture anymore. It is
grief given shape. It is absence made visible.

People think grief is crying. People think it is collapsing.
People think it is one terrible day and then slow recovery.
But in our house, grief looks like routine. It looks like Tara’s
hands moving through a mother’s duties with nowhere to
land. It looks like a cup of water offered to someone who

cannot drink. It looks like food served to a son who cannot
eat. It looks like a bed made for someone who cannot sleep.
It looks like a candle kept alive because a mother cannot
accept that her child has been extinguished.

These acts do not erase our grief. They create small, sacred
spaces inside us where pain and peace can coexist. Tara has
been braver than I have. But I am learning. Now I can meet
his gaze in photographs without looking away. Now I can
say his name without my voice breaking every time.

Still, I carry a fear every grieving parent knows: the world
will move on, and one day my son’s name will be spoken
less and less. Forgetting feels like a second death—slow,
quiet, and final. That is why these rituals matter. They resist
erasure. They keep him close.

We speak his name often. In the kitchen: “Remember how
Utsav used to make this?” When friends discuss overwork:
“Utsav always told us not to work too hard” His name
seasons our conversations like salt—quiet, essential, making
life bearable. I carry him in tangible ways, too: a gold ring
holding some of his ashes never leaves my hand, and his
baby photo greets me each time I unlock my phone. These
may seem small, but they are anchors.

Even so, the pain sharpens when I see his peers marry,

have children, and build futures he will never have. In

those moments, I drift—half in the present, half in the life I
imagined for him. Friends tell me, “You still have a wonderful
daughter to find purpose in” I know they mean well. But they
are speaking into a wound deeper than they can see.

So, I live for two now. I try to do kindness as his hands in
this world. I reach out where I can. I serve where it matters.
This is my promise: to keep his love alive—not only in my
heart, but in the lives of others.

Because love does not fade. It adapts. It changes shape. And
every time Tara opens his door and whispers, “Love you, Baba,’
the cruel truth lands again: a mother can lose her child to death,
but death cannot make a mother stop being a mother.

Dr. Jit Baral is a fighter and a survivor. Born into poverty in the
remote hills of Nepal, he defied the odds, carving a path from
hardship to hope. His journey led him to America, where he built

a future through perseverance and an unyielding belief in a better
tomorrow for his family. But the greatest battle came not in struggle,
but in grief. The loss of his son, Utsav, shattered his world, redefining
his purpose. In Beyond the Bread, he shares a story of resilience. In
Void That Speaks, he opens his heart to the depths of loss and the
search for meaning. Through his words, Jit Baral reminds us that even
in our darkest moments, love endures, and hope can still be found.
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by Sherri Fowler, Monica’s Mom

Monica was about fifteen years old when this happened at a
horse show. She was grooming her beloved horse, Malmo,
and, as usual, she was doing it without crossties, which are
used to securely hold a horse while grooming. She took great
pride in the fact that he would stand quietly for her, even
though her fellow competitors often warned her to be careful.

On this particular day, Monica was focused on brushing out
Malmo’s thick, luxurious tail, determined to make him look
his best. While she worked, Malmo decided he had other
plans. Ever so slowly and mischievously, he began inching
his way toward the barn door.

Completely absorbed in her grooming, Monica didn’t notice
until he was already on the move. Refusing to let him get
away, she grabbed hold of his tail and found herself being
dragged right out of the barn behind him, shouting at the
top of her lungs, “Malmo, stop!”

By then, everyone nearby had noticed the spectacle.
Laughter erupted as Monica stubbornly held on while Malmo
continued his leisurely escape. Finally, someone stepped in
and grabbed his halter, bringing the parade to an end.
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So Much More Than er Illness

Monica learned an important lesson about trusting a horse
to stand still that day, but the story became one of those
memories that everyone loved to retell. It perfectly captured
her sense of humor and ability to make people laugh.
Whether she meant to or not, Monica had a gift for turning
ordinary moments into unforgettable ones.

Monica Nicole Joyce Fowler was my firstborn child, born

in 1979. She grew up alongside her younger sister, Chelsey,
and enjoyed a happy childhood filled with family, friends,
and the simple joys of growing up. Her passion was riding
and showing in the hunter-jumper arena. A perfectionist by
nature, she competed in many East Coast horse shows, an
experience that eventually enabled her to ride at Madison
Square Garden in 1997.

When Monica was a teenager, our lives were forever
changed by a little-known illness at the time: anorexia
nervosa. But Monica was never “the girl with anorexia”

She was not defined by her illness. She was beautiful,
compassionate, determined, and remarkably strong. She was
an accomplished equestrian whose grace and elegance in
the saddle reflected the discipline she brought to everything
she did. Competitive yet humble, confident yet kind,

Monica possessed a warmth that drew people to her. Those
who knew her saw far more than a diagnosis—they saw a
young woman whose spirit and character shone brightly
despite the challenges she faced.

Like any sisters, Monica and Chelsey had their moments
growing up. Monica could be stubborn, and there were
certainly times when she had little patience for her younger
sister. But they loved each other deeply, and together they
shared a wonderful childhood filled with memories that still
make us smile.

As we navigated Monicas fifteen-year struggle with
anorexia, there were moments of hope and moments of
despair, good times and unbearable ones. When anorexia
took Monica’s life on March 18, 2010, I became determined
that others would know the young woman she was—not
just the illness that took her life.

Almost immediately, I began writing what would eventually
become my memoir, A Life Half Lived: A Mother’s Memoir

of Her Daughter’s Anorexia Struggle. I wanted people to
understand the devastation anorexia causes, not only to those
who suffer from it but also to the families who love them.

I realized I needed to spread awareness after the paramedics
who came to take Monica to the hospital that day revealed
how little was understood about the severity of her illness.
Monica was in a hypoglycemic coma when I found her and
died six hours later.

During the years that followed, I shared Monica’s story
wherever I was invited. I spoke to high school students,
nursing students, community groups, and organizations.
Creating presentations about Monica and educating others
about anorexia became part of my healing journey. More
than anything, I loved talking about my daughter.

Everyone grieves differently. Some parents cannot enter
their child’s bedroom for years after their loss. In my case,

I found myself drawn to old photographs and videos. I had
been so consumed by Monica’s illness that I had almost
forgotten what she looked like before anorexia changed her
physically and emotionally. Looking through those photos
helped me reconnect with the daughter I never wanted to
lose sight of.

I also took over Monica’s blog, Kiss My Grass, which she had
started only three days before she passed away. She was so
excited about it. The blog focused on being a vegan with an
eating disorder while trying to regain health. The first few
posts are Monica’s own words; the rest became my journal,
a place to share memories, photos, and stories about her life.

While advocacy helped me channel my grief, The
Compassionate Friends helped me survive it.

At Monica’s memorial, a friend of my husband’s told us
about The Compassionate Friends organization. I began
attending our local meetings right away, although it was
incredibly difficult. Not only was I terrified of speaking in
front of a group of people, but I was also a blubbering mess
most of the time.

Listening to everyone’s heartbreaking stories was painful,
yet it also reminded me that I was not alone. Eventually,
Chelsey and I discovered the annual conferences held in
different parts of the country. Attending those conferences
became one of the most healing experiences we had after
Monica’s death.

For about eight years, we looked forward to reconnecting
with the friends we had made there—people who truly
understood the profound loss we were carrying. There is
something comforting about being surrounded by others
who understand your grief without explanation, because
they are living it too.

It has been sixteen years since Monica died, and I still think
of her every day. In front of our house sits a memorial
bench overlooking a beautiful Eastern Red Bud tree that
Chelsey and I planted years ago in Monica’s memory.

The plaque on the bench reads:

Sit on my bench and think of me, admire the beauty of my
Red Bud tree.

I'm all around, wherever you are, I'm in the night upon a star.
I'm in a thousand winds that blow, I'm even in the falling snow.
I'm in the roses. I make them bloom; I'm even in a quiet room.
I'm in the birds that sing in Spring. I'm in each and every thing.

In Memory of
Monica Nicole Joyce Fowler
3/2/1979 - 3/18/2010

Monica’s story did not end with anorexia. She was a
daughter, a sister, a friend, an accomplished equestrian, and
a young woman who filled our lives with laughter, love, and
unforgettable memories. That is how I choose to remember
her, and that is the Monica I hope others will remember too.

Sherri Jolie Fowler is an artist and mother who treasures family time
and the beauty of her garden. She spent the early part of her career
nurturing her daughters and pursuing her creative passions. Sherri has
written her first book to honor and memorialize the life of her oldest
daughter, Monica, and to offer guidance and hope and understanding to
anyone affected by the eating disorder anorexia nervosa.
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The 1000 Piece Puzzle

by Jean Robison, Andrew’s Mom

© larrui/stock.adobe.com

When my sister gave me this puzzle for Christmas a few
years ago, my heart sunk. I could never do it. It had too
many pieces, too many pieces that were small, dark, of
similar colors, and similar shades of red, orange, blue, and
green. The kitties were cute but too few and far between. I
put the puzzle still in its cellophane down on the basement
shelf along with puzzles of brighter imagery: Cape Cod
beaches and cottages, colorful birds around a birdbath,
Mediterranean cities with cafes and boats in the harbors,
and gardens with dragonflies flitting about. The cat and
book puzzle sat there for a couple of years, where I would
guiltily not think about it.

Now I'm almost done with it.

A couple months ago, the puzzle caught my eye as I was
heading back from doing laundry. The basement is a tough
place for me to linger, so I usually hurry through and dash
up the stairs, but this time I stop, grab the puzzle off the
shelf, bring it upstairs to the TV room, rip oft the wrap,
open the box, and dump all the pieces onto the large felt
puzzle board I bought during Covid. I do not entertain the
question of why I am starting this right now; I just begin
finding the edge pieces, as my dad taught me as a kid.
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I started big puzzling again we were all stuck inside during
Covid. When Andrew was still alive, I would set myself

up downstairs in the basement, the only place he felt
comfortable in our home. One day, I was upstairs doing
chores, and he came up the stairs to ask me a question:
“Mom, can, you come downstairs to work on your puzzle?”
I was SO happy to be asked, that I always said, “Sure!” I
would drop whatever I was doing, dash down the stairs,
and sit on the floor with my legs crossed in front of my
makeshift cardboard table while he paced back and forth,
nearby. Sometimes he brought up topics to chat about,

but mostly we just shared a companionable silence. With
his autism, it was probably soothing for him to talk to me
without the pressure of making eye contact in any form,
and it eased his ongoing loneliness. In those moments, I was
not just working on the puzzle -- that was secondary. I was
spending loving, one-on-one time with my son.

Now, I work on my cat-and-book puzzle diligently every
night after a long day of work. Little by little, without a
deadline in mind, the 1000-piece puzzle starts coming
together. I sort through tiny, unique details of color, size,
and shape, noting that even the cats’ fur of white, black,
brown, and orange is much harder to distinguish than I
thought it would be.

But maybe that is the point. Some things are hard, but we
do them. Some things ask more of ourselves than we may
think we are ever able to do — but in this scenario, what
makes it relaxing is not having a deadline. With my grieving
and healing from losing Andrew, there is no deadline either.
It is a challenging road, but I am walking it. One step at

a time, without the expectation that all the pieces of the
puzzle will be filled in.

Often, my life’s story does not make sense. Just like the tiny
puzzle pieces that do not make sense, at first glance. But the
more I look closely at one single piece and turn it around
in my hand, I notice one little detail that looks familiar, and
then I just know here it belongs. I bring it to the open spot

where it is just waiting to be filled and hear the joyful “snap”

I think the reason I am drawn to puzzles at this point in
my life is that they do, ultimately, make sense. It reminds
me that my brain still works enough to do this hard thing.
There is comfort in that; some solidity in my world view
that feels slippery and shifting and an emotional life that
swerves and swirls like a whirlwind.

Here I am, six years later after Andrew died by suicide at
age 24. The burning nudges slip in unbidden time to time
to remind me of these hard cold facts, and all I can say is
this: My heart is still working. I don’t ever want to be numb

about having Andrew here, about losing him here, and
about the feelings I have when he visits me in nature and in
my dreams. There is no deadline for any of that.

Whenever I went downstairs to interact with Andrew,
whether it was to work on my puzzle or per other requests:
to play chess or, to read a card to him from an animal tarot
deck that held only positive affirmations while he held a
polished stone in his hands, I treasured those moments

of peace and connection. Now, when I am sad, lonely, or
thinking about him, I ask him if he is with me, and he
answers with a telepathic reply: “Mom, I am always with
you.” Maybe it was Andrew who inspired me to pick up the
1000-piece puzzle that day in the basement; pushing me to
do this hard thing, the act of putting something that is in
pieces back together again.

Jean Robison, BA Dance, M.Ed. English. Jean's career path includes
decades as a performer, director, choreographer, and English teacher,
and she is happy to put more time and focus as an author and
writer. Her article, “Walking the Path of Grief,” appeared in the
Spring 2023 edition of “We Need Not Walk Alone,” In January 2025,
she published her first memoir, Deer, Dragonfly, and Cardinal
(barnesandnoble.com) to honor her son Andrew, chronicle her
journey of grief, and share the many signs that he sends to let her
know that he is still with her.
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Self care is hard sometimes as I felt it was taking time away from other important

“jobs”. Finally however I was able to begin slowly...maybe a trip to the store,

visiting a friend, or reading! Now, 20 years later, I've learned to kayak, play the

mandolin, and I do theatre. Erika loved to try new things, so I feel my self care has

been extremely beneficial as well as slowing me to just relax.

I've never done spa days, or things like that, but these above adventures, along

with more, have helped me to move forward.

- Ann Walsh, Erika’s Mom
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TCF’s Private Facebook Groups

The Compassionate Friends offers a variety of private Facebook Groups. These pages were established to encourage connection
and sharing among parents, grandparents, and siblings grieving the death of a child, grandchild or sibling.

LOSS OF A CHILD BY AGE
TCF - Loss of a Child (child of any age)

TCF - Loss to Miscarriage or Stillbirth
TCF - Infant and Toddler Loss

TCF - Loss of a Child 4 -12 Years Old
TCF - Loss of a Child 13-19 Years Old
TCF - Loss of an Adult Child

LOSS OF A SIBLING
TCF - Sibs (for bereaved siblings)

TCEF - Sibling Loss to Substance Related Causes

LOSS OF A GRANDCHILD
TCF - Loss of a Grandchild

TCF - Miscarriage, Stillbirth, Loss of an Infant Grandchild

LOSS OF A STEPCHILD
TCF - Loss of a Stepchild

CAUSES OR CIRCUMSTANCES AROUND THE LOSS
TCF - Loss to Substance Related Causes

TCF - Loss to Suicide

TCF - Loss to Homicide

TCF - Loss to Domestic Violence

TCEF - Loss to a Drunk/Impaired Driver
TCF - Loss to Cancer

TCF - Sudden Death

TCF - Loss Due to Drowning

TCF - Loss to COVID-19 and Other Infectious Diseases
TCF - Loss After Withdrawing Life Support
TCF - Loss to Mental Illness

TCF - Loss to Long-term Illness

MEN’S GRIEF
TCF - Men in Grief

FAMILY CIRCUMSTANCES
TCF - Loss of an Only Child/All Your Children

TCF - Grieving the Loss of a Child as a Single Parent
TCF - Loss of an LGBTQ+ Child

TCF - Bereaved LGBTQ Parents with Loss of a Child
TCF - Multiple Losses

TCF - Daughterless Mothers

TCF - Grandparents Raising their Grandchildren

TCF - Bereaved Parents with Grandchild Visitation Issues
TCF - Loss of a Child with Special Needs

TCF - Loss of a Medically Complex Child

SPECIAL INTEREST
TCF - Inclusion and Diversity

TCF - Grieving with Faith and Hope

TCF - Secular Support

TCF - Reading Your Way Through Grief

TCF - Crafty Corner

TCF - Finding Hope for Parents Through TCF SIBS

TCF’s Online Support
Community

This virtual live typed chat room was established to encourage
connecting and sharing among parents, grandparents, and
siblings (over the age of 18) grieving the death of a child,
grandchild or sibling.

MONDAY
11 AM ET - Parents/Grandparents/Siblings

(open depending on moderator availability)

9 PM ET - Parents/Grandparents/Siblings
TUESDAY
9 PM ET - Bereaved Less than Three Years

9 PM ET - Bereaved More than Three Years

WEDNESDAY
9 PM ET - Parents/Grandparents/Siblings

THURSDAY
8 PM ET - No Surviving Children
9 PM ET - Parents/Grandparents/Siblings

FRIDAY
9 PM ET - Parents/Grandparents/Siblings

SATURDAY
9 PM ET - Parents/Grandparents/Siblings

SUNDAY
8 PM ET - Suicide Loss
8 PM ET - Pregnancy/Infant Loss
9 PM ET - Parents/Grandparents/Siblings

Visit our website and click on online support for
more information and to register.
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What Is Planned Giving and Why Is It Important?

Planned giving is a meaningful way to support a charitable organization by including a future gift in your
long-term financial or estate plans. At The Compassionate Friends (TCF), our planned giving program is
called the Legacy Circle. It is an important part of ensuring that our mission of providing hope, comfort,
and support to grieving families continues for generations to come.

Join The Compassionate Friends Legacy Circle

A planned gift allows you to make a lasting impact without affecting your current financial resources or
annual charitable giving. Your gift is made through your estate and is fulfilled after your lifetime, helping
future generations of bereaved families receive the support they need.

There are many ways to make a planned gift, including through:

« A will or living trust

» Retirement account beneficiary designations ;

« Life insurance policies £

o Charitable trusts ,

o Other estate planning vehicles /
Many planned giving options may also provide significant tax advantages. We encourage you to consult 4

your financial or legal advisor to determine the option that best fits your personal and financial goals.

Legacy Circle Recognition

When you join the Legacy Circle, you will be recognized and thanked through:
o A TCF Legacy Circle lapel pin
» Recognition in TCF publications (with your permission)

« Invitations to Legacy Circle events throughout the year

Leave a Legacy of Compassion

A planned gift is more than a financial contribution—it is a lasting expression of compassion and hope.
By joining the Legacy Circle, you help ensure that The Compassionate Friends will continue to provide
comfort, understanding, and support to grieving families for years to come.

Your generosity will leave a legacy that honors those we love, strengthens our mission, and inspires others
to give.

To learn more about planned giving opportunities, visit:

compassionatefriends.org/how-you-can-help/legacy/join-legacy/

If you are ready to include The Compassionate Friends in your estate plans or would like
additional information, please contact us at legacycircle@ompassionatefriends.org.
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