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Inspiration, Strategies & Support with Debbie and Friends 
 

Quick Tips 

FOR BUSY WOMEN 

EMPOWERING MOTHERLESS GIRLS WITH CARA BELVIN 
n A child dealing with loss of her mother with no tools to grieve 

When I was seven years old, my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. She fought for two 
long years and died when she was 37 years old. My brother and I knew she was sick. We 
never knew she would die. There was no formal goodbye. My brother and I weren’t prepared, 
and we had no tools to talk about it or to process it. After she died, it’s as if we had fewer 
tools. I look back at a 37-year-old father who was trying to protect us and do his best to put 
one foot forward. I had an incredible amount of mentorship from my mother’s friends and 
family and women who she had asked to help. But it’s hard to grieve with your closest friends 
and family. I think that’s what creates this air of “don’t talk about it.” That will catch up to 
you. So, that has been a large part of our mission at empowerHER — open, honest 
communication about loss and grief. It’s hard for us adults, but these kids need tools. 

n I’m fine. We’re fine. Don’t ask questions. 
I don’t take for granted all of the support that I had in growing up in a safe, supportive 
community. But I felt whispers behind my back. I know they came out of love, but people 
were whispering, “That’s the girl who’s mom died.” It’s something that makes you different, 
and no one wants to be different. You keep secrets, and secrets destroy your confidence. The 
secret I kept was that I’m fine. We’re fine. Don’t ask any questions. But I wanted to talk about 
her, this beautiful, loving, incredible young mother that died. I didn’t want her to be forgotten. 
But I had no tools to do that.  

n Leaving home and beginning to grieve 
When I left my hometown and went to college, I had this really impactful experience. That’s 
when I started to grieve. As I found out later through Hope Edelman, author of Motherless 
Daughters, it’s very common that children grieve when they leave home. I started to meet 
other women my age whose mothers had died. But it wasn’t until I was in my 30s that I 
actually met a little girl whose mom died. I was put in touch with several young widowed 
fathers by a friend of a friend of a friend who knew that my mother had died and knew my 
experience. Looking at a girl who was my age when my mother died and about to walk my 
path was extremely emotional for me. I had assumed that, over the 30 years, it had all been 
remedied and there was more support. But today, children are still considered silent mourners.  

n A Dream to empowerHER 
One of my very best friends from childhood called me at 6:00 in the morning six years ago 
and said, “I had this really vivid dream. You started a nonprofit for girls whose moms died. 
It’s called empowerHER. I just emailed you the logo.” I took one look at it, and I said, “I don’t 
have the time to do this. It is a great idea, though.” The idea nagged at me as I realized that 
there was a great need. There were children’s bereavement services, but you didn’t have 
anything that was community-based that would meet the need that I wish I had had: I just 
wanted to know another girl whose mom died. 
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n The gifts of support, sacrifice and service 
My husband is my greatest cheerleader. I couldn’t have done one minute of this without his 
support. When I started this, we had two young kids, and I was working full-time. The growth 
was so exponential in the beginning, so I quit my day job. My husband said to me, “We could 
drive Range Rovers, or we could leave our mark on the world. And if you don’t do this now, 
you’ll never do it.” I spent four years working full-time for free at empowerHER because 
that’s simply what it took. I learned service to others is what fuels your soul. So, volunteer, 
volunteer, volunteer. Get involved in something. Put your name behind something. I’ve been 
passionate about a lot of things, but certain times in your life, you really find your fight. You 
feel conviction for something, and it’s like nothing else you’ll ever do. 

n A new Mother’s Day experience 
Growing up, Mother’s Day was the hardest, most anxiety-producing time of my life. Today, it 
is when the empowerHER girls come to Boston for this unbelievable Mother’s Day Retreat, 
the sleepover Saturday to Sunday. I wake up on Mother’s Day in a beautiful hotel with 15 
other chaperones and about 100 girls. We spend the morning together, and the girls go home 
to be with their families. Then my husband and kids come into the hotel, and we make it a day 
in the city, just the four of us. Mother’s Day is a really incredible time for us, and it’s our big 
flagship event at empowerHER. I hope one day there’s an empowerHER Mother’s Day 
Retreat in every city.  

n The future of empowerHER 
It is estimated that one in 17 children will be bereaved before the age of 18. EmpowerHER’s 
the only youth mentor program in the country in the grief space. I’ve spent the last five years 
working with donors, volunteers and supporters to support as many girls as possible. We’re 
serving girls only in Massachusetts and Connecticut right now, but we’ve got big plans to 
expand nationally. If we were to open a chapter in a new area, there’s going to be a funding 
requirement of about $100,000 to safely and effectively open an office. We’ve received 
serious inquiry and interest from around the country. We’re working with an outside grant-
funded consultant. We’re looking to do a fundraising push to get us over $1 million in annual 
revenue.  

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES 
For more information on empowerHER, including ways to get involved or 
to donate, visit www.empoweringher.org. 

Recommended reading: Motherless Daughters and Letters from 
Motherless Daughters by Hope Edelman. Both are available from 
Amazon. 

 


